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Chapter 1 


‘Madonna or Kylie?’ Blake asked. 

‘Lady Gaga,' the tall, skinny boy answered. Blake cleared 
his throat and snapped over the page of the candidate's 
application. 

Peter sighed. 

The interview for their new flatmate was going as badly 
as all the others. 

Where are all the dashing, ambitious lawyers? Peter 
wondered. 

When did homos lose the sexual? Blake despaired and 
resignedly turned to Rose who smiled apologetically. 

'Grindr or Gaydar?' Blake said by now expecting the 
worst. 

‘Neither,' the scrappily dressed boy said happily, ‘It's not 
my cup of tea... all that casual sex.' His thin hands made a 
dismissive, outward movement. 

This was Surely the limit, Blake thought and could hardly 
contain his disapproval. 

‘| think we could do with another bottle of pink cava,' 
Blake snapped with one eye brow raised very high. 

Rose, quick to note the cleverly prearranged sign, 
jumped up and very sweetly informed the interviewee 
they'd get back to him. The three friends saw the 
unbecoming scowl on his youthful face and felt the blast of 
cooling September air from the pub's swing doors as he left. 

‘What's with these low status gays nowadays?’ Blake 
began to whinge, his words partly drowned out by the 
bustling midweek crowd at Greenwich's gay pub the Rose 
and Crown, ‘They're either rank, fat or, worse, old,' he said 
brushing down the arms of his well fitting Merino wool 


jumper, ‘I've never known anything like it. | mean, who knew 
gays get old and fat?’ 

He held up his hands in an exaggerated incredulous 
gesture. In one hand he clutched his iPhone and in the other 
the final candidate's application for the fourth room in 
Peter's stunning art deco town house. With its view of 
Greenwich Park and aura of high, modern luxury funded by 
Peter's bank bonuses it had attracted many keen applicants. 

‘That first one wasn't all that bad,' Peter suggested in his 
measured tones, 'He had some redeeming features. ' 

‘Name one!’ demanded Blake pertly wondering when 
Rose would return with the pink cava. 

'He worked for Morgan Stanley for instance so he could 
pay me the rent,' Peter said and checked his silver and 
diamond Omega watch. A gift to himself for his recent 
promotion to director at HSBC. 

'He was as ugly as he was boring,’ Blake said in disgust. 

‘| liked them all,' Rose interjected quietly returning with 
the bottle and pouring it for her two gay friends, ‘You're far 
too hard on other men,' she said demurely casting an eye 
over Peter's luxurious new suit. 

It was a slightly lighter navy blue that really did bring out 
his fair skin and the finest blue of his adorable eyes. She 
looked down and adjusted her extravagant up do. 

‘I'll stop being hard on them when they get me hard,’ 
Blake said and laughed ostentatiously for the benefit of a 
cute scally who'd just entered the pub. Blake rather fancied 
entering him by the end of the night. The scally pointedly 
ignored his stares which Blake thought impertinent for such 
a little chav. 

‘Life isn't all about looks and money,’ Rose said happily 
looking from Peter to Blake and wished she hadn't. 

‘What is life about, then little Miss Goodytwoboobs?' 
Blake spat unexpectedly. 

He would have apologised but Rose, accustomed to his 
put downs, covered her discomfort by turning their attention 


to the final candidate's application form. 

‘The next one works at Comme Des Garcons,' Rose said 
in a hopeful, rising tone. She knew Blake was keen on the 
label’s asymmetric T-shirts and unexpected slacks. 

Blake grabbed the nicely filled out form and, after a 
momentary glance declared, ‘Too delicious!’ 

The last candidate named himself solely Beefy, was 25, 
worked at Comme Des Garcons and was new to London. 

Blake knew an easy lay when he held its vital statistics in 
his hand. 

‘If he's as perfect as he sounds he's in,' Blake declared, 
‘In my bed tonight,’ he cried and looked expectantly at the 
large group of men who now swelled across the steaming 
pub laughing and smiling. He nodded at a man he was sure 
he'd shagged once and felt he might give him another go if 
at a loose end. Blake's end was often loose. 

‘We've spoken about this, Blake,’ Peter said firmly, 'You 
can't shag another flatmate. After a few weeks you spit 
them out and they leave in a huff. It's not fair on us. And | 
want his rent,’ he said authoritatively. 

He didn't need the rent but he wanted the rent. He could 
spend it on a weekend in New York for him and Rose. Or 
perhaps that month long holiday in Australia he'd promised 
himself before he'd had to cancel it due to work. Would his 
life always be cancelled due to work? he began to wonder. 

Blake feigned indifference by busying himself with the 
gay dating app Grindr on his iPhone. His pretty eyes passed 
over the hundreds of men searching for one who looked 
young, dumb and full of cum. 

‘Ohh this one's new,' Blake squealed, 'A top; good. Polish; 
bad. Within 10 metres; even better. Within 10 metres of my 
bed | hope! 

‘Can you please concentrate on the job in hand,' Peter 
said shaking his head. 

‘I'll concentrate when I've got his job in my hand,’ Blake 
laughed and showed Rose and Peter the topless picture of 


the lithe, shaven headed Pole. 'I haven't slid down a Pole's 
pole in a while.’ 

And neither have I, Peter thought sadly. He was 
somewhat aroused at the youthful perfection of the eager 
immigrant. It was almost a year since he'd had a quick 
fumble with that guy in the toilets of this very pub. The 
experience had been as short as it was unsatisfying. And so 
was the guy's cock. 

Peter was not one for casual sex preferring to take his 
time getting to know the man first. But as Peter's time was 
taken up entirely by work and the gym, sex was the one 
thing he wasn't getting. 

‘Ah and he's cut,' Blake added, 'It's a shame cut men 
think they're so much better than everyone else but | 
Suppose they're just cockier,' he quipped. 

‘And rightly so,' Peter replied, 'might you let me have a 
go first? It's ages since, you Know,’ he said bashfully after a 
hesitation. 

Rose looked askance. She pulled Blake's phone toward 
her to get a better look at her enemy. She made a silent tut 
with her perfectly pale lips. 

‘He's mine! Thank you very much, doll,’ Blake said pulling 
his phone back, 'I have first dibs on him. And first dips into 
him. I'm too long and too hard to miss out.’ 

'He needs someone of substance,’ Peter said growing in 
excitement at the thought that such a nice man was mere 
metres away. 

Although severely lacking in self confidence when it 
came to men he did feel he might appeal to someone 
eventually. And Blake had a man a week at least. 

'He needs someone with substances!' Blake argued and 
turned to face Peter, 'We'll just have to invite him to come 
over and decide for himself. And when he's come over one 
of us we'll know who he prefers! 

‘| haven't got time for this,’ Peter said as his competitive 
instincts got the better of him, ‘I'll pay you £100 for him,' he 


ordered. 

‘OK,' Peter agreed immediately and took the pristine note 
Blake passed him from his YSL leather wallet. He needed the 
money since losing the graduate position at HSBC and could 
easily find a replacement shag for tonight. 

Rose sighed. Sometimes she despaired of what her best 
friend in the world Peter would do with his money. He was 
better than this. So was she. They both deserved better. 
They both deserved each other, she thought sadly and 
folded the exquisite blue tie Peter had so carelessly 
discarded on the pub table. He was far too careless with his 
lovely possessions, himself and Rose too, she thought 
becoming far too melancholy. 

The sound of the many men in the pub behind her 
became overwhelming. Rose knew she was being silly again 
and sat up very straight in an attempt to change her 
attitude. 

‘You know,' Blake said downing the last of the cava, ‘I 
rather like this competition. Since I, er, /eft the bank we 
haven't had any of our old battles. You're too boring now 
you're a director slaving away at work when you could be 
working on a sex slave. You've oodles of cash. You should 
splash it on a boy toy.’ 

Peter sighed. So did Rose. 

‘| wish | had the time to but I... I'm not a one night stand 
kinda guy. Not really,' Peter said sadly. 

‘Every gay is a one night stand kinda gay,' Blake said 
taking Peter's hand and dropping it immediately, 'And most 
are two a night kinda gays. Aren't they, Rose?’ 

Flustered Rose said, 'Aren't they? | mean, are they? Some 
might be. Not all.’ She knew Peter wasn't. 

Her lovely manicured hand dived into her voluminous 
vintage Dior bag searching for her rouge. At times like this a 
carefully applied rouge felt like her only real friend. A friend 
she could rely on and a friend that never failed to make her 
feel better. She never bored of this shade. 


Peter nodded at the truth of it. He glanced at the many 
burly men in the bar but didn't feel he really wanted to bed 
any of them. Not til he got to know them better. 

There was no way he would be going home with that Pole 
on Grindr, he knew that. He could never shag anyone he 
considered as or more attractive than him. He simply did 
not have enough self esteem or, rather, he had no self 
esteem. 

‘I'm looking for Mr Right,' Peter said drearily wondering 
what happens to gays in the end. It didn't bare thinking 
about. 

‘Forget about Mr Right or even Mr Right Now. It's Mr Right 
Here you should be on top of,' Blake said excitedly pointing 
at his iPhone, 'Have you even tried Grindr?' he said 
enthusiastically, ‘It’s one huge gay party of cockpics and 
cocktails and every man is right on your door step. And will 
be right up your letter box in no time. ' 

‘But | want a boyfriend not a Grindrino shag like you do,' 
Peter said more sadly than he'd meant. 

He thought back to a fair haired boy he'd known at 
Oxford with incredibly wavy hair and wondered where he 
might be now, 'How do you find out if your Grindr shags are 
beautiful on the inside?' Peter asked. 

'I find out when I'm inside them,’ Blake roared with 
excited laughter. He only ever wanted to be loved for his 
body, ‘I suppose you think I'm a man whore? Maybe | am,’ 
Blake added pleased, 'But | can get a boyfriend too. And | 
bet | can before you,' he said getting into the spirit, 'Do you 
know what I'm thinking?' Blake barked. Peter nodded 
uncertainly. 

‘| bet | can get a boyfriend by Christmas and you can't! 
Blake held his empty glass aloft. 

Peter hadn't been thinking that but success in the City 
had bred a competitiveness if nothing else and Peter missed 
his silly old bets with Blake at the bank. Peter said, ‘It's a 
bet. | bet my Apple Mac | win!' 


‘Done,' Blake said thinking it was about time he had his 
hands on Peter's Mac. 

Blake knew he'd win the bet. Why wouldn't any gay want 
to date him? He was fucking gorgeous and could have his 
cock in any man he saw. Not that any of his shags had ever 
become boyfriends. 

But how difficult can it be for a gay to get a boyfriend in 
London nowadays? Wasn't there a saying or a gaying about 
that? If you whore in London you score for life? 

‘Boys, boys, really,’ Rose said and fluffed up her 
voluminous yellow party dress. They ignored her. 

Disappointed beyond reason at the thought of Peter 
searching for a boyfriend Rose wondered if she might find a 
boyfriend by Christmas too but didn't think it remotely 
possible. 

She looked away from her bickering friends and at that 
moment caught sight of an elegantly tall and slim man 
enter the pub. He looked around unsure of himself despite 
his studied air of sophistication and the latest in 
monochrome, asymmetrical clothes. And then Rose caught 
his eye. His look was a bolt of electricity that filled her with 
excitement. 

Let it be him, Rose thought referring to the final 
candidate for house mate, Please God make it be him. With 
wild and inappropriate ideas running through her head Rose 
made as if to stand and carelessly grabbed the application 
form as if that might beckon him to her. To her delight and 
increasing alarm it did. 

‘I'm Beefy,’ the attractive young man said warmly to 
Rose. 

He offered her his hand. She took it and he held it just 
that little moment too long. Impressed, she wondered if she 
could live without his hand in hers. 

‘| dare say,' Blake agreed with a rueful pout observing 
Beefy's ear expander and thinking he'd like to stick at least 
his finger in it. 


‘| hope so,’ added Peter who found himself removing his 
impressive jacket to reveal an even more impressive set of 
gym honed shoulders and chest bulging through slim silk 
Shirt. It was a shame his tummy bulged ever so slightly 
through too. 

Beefy sat, his legs spread wide, his smile blinding, and 
launched into a relaxed, friendly patter talking about 
Greenwich and his love of all things art deco. 

The three friends sat hypnotised, all carried away on the 
endless possibility he represented and unfamiliar perfume 
he wore. 

Eventually Peter took a professional hold of himself, 
wishing he could take a hold of Beefy, and suggested they 
begin the questions. Everyone agreed and a general 
shuffling on banquette was evident. 

‘Madonna or Kylie,' Blake asked. 

Beefy looked at the perfection of Rose’s eyes and lips. He 
seemed nervous suddenly. 

‘Both,' Beefy said. Blake nodded. 'But if pushed, 
Madonna,' he smiled in Rose's direction, 'She's the true 
queen we love.’ 

The three friends murmured their agreement respectfully. 
Rose felt inordinately flattered but had no idea why. 

‘Jock strap or boxers?' Peter asked somewhat 
embarrassedly. Rose strained to hear the answer which 
Beefy noticed. He smiled cheekily and made them wait for 
the climax. 

‘Neither,’ Beefy burst out, laughed and before long the 
interview was over and the three, now four, friends laughed 
and chatted as if they'd known each other all their lives and 
were most intimately acquainted. To top it all, and both 
Peter and Blake desperately wished he would top them, 
Beefy promised tickets to next month's London Fashion 
Week. 

‘We'll take him,’ Blake declared. Take him up the arse, he 
thought. 


And so it was arranged that Beefy would move into 151 
Park Approach within the week. 


Chapter 2 


Gazing at the huge expanse of park that filled the 
drawing room window of 151 Park Approach Beefy said, 
‘This place seems so perfect,’ to no one in particular and 
stretched his tall, lithe body. 

Pleased beyond measure at finding such a beautiful and 
cheap room on first arriving in London he was filled with an 
excitement he didn't know he could feel for his second week 
at Comme des Garcons. 

His gay friend at the shop, so far his only real friend 
there, thinking Beefy was gay (why does everyone assume 
attractive men working in fashion retail must be gay?) had 
taken him to the gay letting agency Outlet. 

Although reticent he didn't want to be rude and couldn't 
face another night on his mate's grimy floor. He soon saw 
that all the flats and houses on offer were so much nicer 
than those available to straights. He'd seen too many dives 
in Finsbury Park and been interrogated by too many 
appalling landladies to face that again. The ad for 151 Park 
Approach had made the place sound so like an ideal vision 
of decadent, cosmopolitan London he had to view it. 

When he first caught a glimpse of Rose in that amazing 
50s dress he became tongue tied, couldn't say he was 
straight, and knew he had to move in. 

Beefy had resolved to tell them he wasn't gay as soon as 
possible. But now ensconced in the warm, bright and 
Spacious room soon became sometime. 

Pondering his dilemma for a few moments Beefy's eyes 
traced the outline of the morning sunlight which fell in huge 
Squares on the plush grey carpet and black gloss of the 
coffee table. 


In vest and pyjama bottoms he crossed the sleek black 
and white tiled hallway. When he heard the sound of men's 
voices in the kitchen drop to a whisper he paused to check 
his elaborate quiff in the enormous hall mirror. Yellow and 
red light poured through the diamonds of the door's stained 
glass. 

‘Here he comes!' Blake hissed. He stood topless in the 
sleek glossy kitchen while Peter wolfed down scrambled egg 
whites. 

‘Don't come on to him like the last one,' Peter whispered 
quickly thinking it unfair that a lazy slagette like Blake 
should have such a nicely athletic body while he had to 
spend hours at the gym doing weights and cardio to achieve 
barely that. And why couldn't he shift the belly? 

He'd have to have words with his trainer Adam again. 
Peter was sure it wasn't his diet that was the problem. 
Didn't Adam know that no one actually chose to eat carbs 
nowadays? he wondered, gulping down the last of the egg. 

He turned his professionally attractive smile in the 
direction of the kitchen door. There was a pause. Blake and 
Peter glanced at each other. Then Beefy appeared. 

‘Coffee, Beef?' Blake said brightly and pulled out a stool 
next to him, 'You don't mind me calling you Beef do you?’ 
Blake asked mischievously and signalled to Peter to pour a 
coffee from the huge cafetiere into the perfect white coffee 
cups. 

‘Not at all,’ Beefy smiled and drew in the rich scent of 
coffee. 

Part of his quiff fell cross his eyes and he swept it 
casually up glancing at the wide, bright autumnal light that 
bounced on every glossy surface creating a bright box of 
brilliance. The larder was draped in permanently on fairy 
lights a /a Nigella. 

‘Where did you get that nickname? | assume it's not your 
real one?' Peter asked conversationally as he rushed around 
the kitchen polishing off his eggs. Even though Dorota the 


cleaner was due later today he liked to put all the little cups 
and plates and matching cutlery away. 

‘Oh, someone called me it at uni and it sort of stuck,’ 
Beefy said proud of the name. He liked the suggestion of 
bigness and it had a sexual hint too that he rather liked. 

‘Yes, dear, but why did they call you it?' Blake asked 
eyeing him closely. 

Beefy couldn't recall but thought it was something to do 
with his thighs. Blake nodded. He'd noticed them already. 
Not to mention Beefy's round glutes and impressively large 
shoulders. Such a shame he was off limits. For now at least. 

‘Help yourself to anything you'd like for breakfast,' Peter 
said warmly, 'I do an online shop every week so just add 
what you like. Don't worry about the expense,’ Peter added. 

Another perk | can't live without already, Beefy thought 
and looked round wondering if Rose might appear. 

‘By the way,' Blake said, 'do you have a boyfriend? Peter 
and | have a bet I can get a boyf before he does. ' 

Beefy moved awkwardly on the stool and hopped down 
to make toast. 

‘Is this floor heated?' he asked stalling somewhat. Peter 
nodded proud of his creation at 151. He thought it the 
perfect balance of the luxe and the modern. 

‘Morning boys,' Rose said brightly, appearing as if froma 
dream in full length silk night gown. 

Eager to catch a glimpse Beefy swung round and, 
although he didn't speak, he took her in from her little pink 
sequin slippers, up her silhouette to her gorgeously unmade 
face. Her pre-Raphaelite curls draped on her shoulders 
dazzled. She seemed so much more girlish than in the pub. 

Forgetting his question to Beefy Blake took Rose up in 
conversation suggesting she should cook her famous curry 
for them all that night. She agreed and looked around for a 
pot of tea. It wasn't made. This was more than a girl should 
have to face on a Monday morning. She might have looked 
miserable for a moment. 


‘Tea?' Beefy said encouragingly. Rose nodded, smiled and 
gazed through the huge ceiling to floor doors out to the 
lovely little green garden. She discerned bird song. 

It was wonderful to be waited on. Since Peter had begun 
working every hour at that bank no one had made her tea in 
the morning. She watched him fumble over the tea opening 
and closing cabinets and even failing to fill the excessively 
complicated kettle. 

Laughing at his boyish attempt she jumped up and took 
over thinking it nicer to make tea for him on his first day. 

‘Oh, Beef, you didn't answer,’ Blake said stretching his 
smooth torso to impressive effect, 'Do you have a boyfriend 
at the mo?’ 

‘Er, no,' he said sipping the tea Rose had made. He'd 
discarded the coffee. 

‘Want one?' he said and winked. Beefy laughed and 
shook his head. 

‘You don't want a boyfriend?’ Peter and Blake burst out, 
incredulous. 

‘Not right now. Messy break up,' Beef said and covered 
his discomfort by rummaging in a cupboard. He drew out a 
colander, went bright red, and put it back again. 

‘Don't look so surprised boys. | don't want one either,’ 
Rose added with a delicious smile. It was nice to pretend to 
have something in common with Beefy. 

Beefy looked at Rose though the corner of his eye and 
felt a warm, relaxed notion as if he really was home for the 
first time since leaving uni. 

Peter took up his leather YSL suitcase, his D&G sports 
bag and, after giving dear Rose a peck on the cheek, strode 
across his glossy white kitchen floor. His expensively heeled 
shoes tapped out on the high gloss. They even made quite a 
din as he passed over the deep plush of the black hall rug 
that evoked the spirit of deco perfectly. 

Before long he was manfully pushing his way onto a busy 
commuter train from Greenwich's lovely little station and 


then striding from Cannon Street to his large, plush office 
perched atop a precipitous glass tower. 

‘Morning Peter,' his attractive PA called out, 'Good 
weekend?’ she asked. 

‘Very good, thank you, Amanda. The best,’ he added 
passing Amanda his luxurious jacket and bags. 

‘That good, eh? Met someone nice?' she said smoothing 
her hair and wishing he might notice this someone nice. 

‘Er, no,’ he said, sighed and dropped the unread FT. 
Amanda retreated from the huge grey and purple office so 
perfectly decorated by the best designer in the City. 

Peter turned to see the rising sun glint against the gold of 
St Paul's Cathedral. The beautiful light bounced from one 
impossibly tall building to another perfectly framing a 
wonderfully still and bright blue September morning. 

Peter could see to the horizon. London sprawled onwards 
and upwards but for a moment seemed quietened as if he 
were pausing for strength before for the bustle of another 
day began. 

Recently Peter had found the excitement and money of 
banking begin to pall and he didn't know why. He’d done 
everything he thought, was told, he ought to. He’d 
successfully competed for a good job, been promoted, 
bought a house with a crippling mortgage and then 
extended the mortgage to pay for the luxe interior design. 

Now in his late twenties Peter seemed to derive less and 
less pleasure from these luxuries. Maybe he needed a break 
but that was out of the question. Possibly he needed 
someone to share it all with. 

Blake seemed much happier since he'd been sacked by 
the bank. Blake was having a gay old time with casual shags 
and nights in Soho. He seemed to have men coming out of 
every orifice. And often into them, Peter thought without 
enthusiasm. 

‘Have the last quarter's results come in?' he called to 
Amanda. 


‘Yes. I've printed them,' she said breezing in, 'And your 
trainer called to confirm tonight's appointment at 8. Do you 
think you'll be out by then?’ 

Peter nodded. He'd always make the time to work out 
with Adam. He was the one sexy, bright thrill he had left to 
look forward to. When he wasn't working out with Adam he 
was working out whether Adam was gay. 

Peter took the financial results and looked at them 
blankly. He wondered how he could get through another day 
of this. 

‘And your boss called to say it's your turn to pay for 
Spearmint Rhino.’ 

With a sigh Peter looked towards St Paul's Cathedral 
spectacular in the cool, perfect morning. He wished he was 
out in it. Out spending his money on a guy he liked and 
might love and not just accumulating more. 

Surely he'd be happy, or even just content, if he had a 
boyfriend. But even in a city seemingly filled with gay men 
from every corner of the earth how would he ever have time 
to meet a man? 


After lingering over the black coffee he'd made at 151 
that same morning, Blake wandered the ground floor of 151 
and contemplated his reflection in each mirror of which 
there were many. He contemplated so long that some time 
had passed before he decided he looked best in the hallway 
mirror which was minimal to an extreme. It needed 
ornamentation and he was it. 

He showered, dressed and reluctantly left the house, a 
good hour after Peter, and took the train to Charing Cross. 

He dawdled taking a long short cut through Covent 
Garden and looked at the many brilliant shop windows 
planning what to buy next. Eventually, clutching a number 
of little paper shopping bags with novelties he didn't need 
but would look nice in his bedroom, he arrived at the tiny 


coffee shop off Old Compton Street where he worked part 
time. 

The cafe was so much better for Blake than the bank as it 
was the perfect place to pick up men and sometimes to 
Shag them in the cupboard under the stairs. And those he 
didn't want to shag he could always secretly snap them on 
his iPhone to upload later. 

Blake ran a bitchy little blog called 'The Rank and The 
Ridiculous' where he posted pictures of the most ugly and 
appallingly dressed gay men he saw in Soho. And as he was 
always in Soho he saw what he thought were a lot of rank 
and ridiculous men. 

His blog had made quite a stir at first in some elements 
of the lesser known gay press (which is all the gay press). 
They'd berated his bitchiness and held it up as a sign of the 
lowering obsession gay men seem to have with appearance 
and desire. 

But soon the gay press had moved on to other signs of 
the degradation of the gay scene and Blake had to search 
out even more ugly and ridiculous men to keep his visitor 
numbers up. 

Blake justified all this by believing that he wasn't being 
nasty to the gays he featured. He was simply being nice to 
himself. In fact he felt he was doing them a service by 
highlighting their tired attire or faded faces which they 
might then try to do something about. 

It never occurred to Blake that such gays might have 
better, more helpful things to do with their time than worry 
about their appearance and shop for the latest fashions. 

‘You're late,’ spat Mrs Morelli as Blake appeared in carrot 
chinos and hoop neck T-shirt. 

‘Yes, alright. Sorry,’ he said begrudgingly thinking 
someone with as high and as tight an arse as he shouldn't 
have to work for a living. 

‘Wash the floor, Missy,’ she barked and stormed off to 
another cafe in her empire of over priced and under 


resourced outlets. 

Pretending to be a celebrity like Paris Hilton trying his 
hand at crappy jobs for the cameras and not a real, broke 
gay man with no other opportunities, Blake took up the mop 
and did as he was told. 

He dreamed of a life away from the kitchen and the mop 
and the nagging Mrs Morelli. It was a shame he couldn't 
make the job at the bank with Peter work but hard work 
really wasn't his scene. 

Still, it had paid well. The cafe job hardly paid for his 
mobile phone contract and credit card bill let alone his 
alcohol consumption that was close to an addiction. He 
really ought not have bought those stupid little ornamental 
ducks just now but one was so cute and painted to look like 
a bear he couldn't resist. 

Shopping relieved that sinking dread he had at the 
thought of another day in the cafe. At least for a few 
moments. 

He put the thought from his mind as he watched a well 
dressed young man in the most wonderful D&G ankle boots 
approach. The boy saw him and grimaced perhaps thinking 
someone who worked for a living beneath him. 

Ugly man cunt, Blake thought. I'll show him and his 
Eurotrash friends. Blake resolved to get the same D&G 
shoes. 

He ignored his little fear that he'd maxed out most of his 
credit cards. Credit cards were invented for a reason. They 
were invented for gays, he thought and the idea of a 
shopping trip in his break buoyed him for a few moments. 

But he really ought not max out another card when he 
should be using the money to go out and find a boyfriend. 
And that wasn't cheap nowadays. There was the expensive 
new scent, fevered dash through TopMan, the alcohol, 
subscription to a porn site, club entrance fee... 

How would he ever get a boyfriend without a penny for 
the guys? Blake thought angrily and stopped scrubbing. 


That same morning Rose tripped down the sleek stairs of 
151 Park Approach and, whistling a gay tune, dashed to 
Interior Motives to open up before Miss Tollington arrived. 

She cut through the park and gazed at the brilliant 
autumnal glow of the trees. The days were still almost warm 
and the nights were reassuringly cold. It was this time of 
year Rose loved the most. When all around nature seemed 
close to death it still put on the most spectacular display. It 
seemed somehow, reassuring. 

Greenwich with its enchanting park, impressive 
museums, solemn churches and exquisite boutiques was a 
complete shining universe to Rose. And 151 her lush, 
forever earth. What lay beyond the wide, sparkling Thames 
to the north, across the mysterious creak to the west or 
beyond Trafalgar Road was an irrelevance. Rose never need 
leave Greenwich and rarely did she unless expressly bidden 
to by Peter or Blake. 

As she skipped along she saw the most beautifully red 
leaf fall from a high branch. She watched as it fell putting on 
the most amazing display in its final, solitary flourish. To 
birdsong she trotted in her precipitous heels through the 
great gates of Greenwich Park and made her way to the 
noble high street. 

Her jade coat and purple scarf caught the eye of a good 
many men. One cried out 'Good Morning, Rosy!' from a shop 
and Rose waved cheerily back to Scott. She saw other shop 
workers as her colleagues and liked to think they saw her in 
the same way. Some of course did. But some, like Scott, 
thought of her in many more intimate ways. 

Rose popped on the kettle and made a pot of tea. 

Rose liked to do nice little things for Miss Tollington like 
baking cakes and arranging the darling little shop window 
with the most wonderful vintage couture and heirloom 
furniture. Miss Tollington was such a dear and so kind to 
Rose keeping her on like this. Rose was sure the boutique 


wasn't doing as well as it might. And she was determined for 
it to do better than it was. 

In the dampened calm of the lapsed luxury of Interior 
Motives Rose arranged the box of bracelets, she moved 
Veronica the mannequin slightly and puffed up the mink 
that had seen better days. She looked at herself in the long 
mirror on wheels and admired the classic Chanel that Miss 
Tollington had sourced recently. Rose wasn't sure where it 
was from but had an inkling it was from Miss Tollington's 
own fabled wardrobe of vintage ready to wear. How she'd 
love to see it but despite her hints she hadn't been invited 
up to Miss Tollington's flat in the decaying mansion block 
with views of Blackheath. 

The ring of the telephone shattered the comfortable 
calm. Rose edged over to it. 

‘Rose, | forgot to say, ' Peter's voice announced, a little 
tired sounding, 'My Mother is coming on Saturday for a meal 
and | was hoping you could, er....' he said from the huge 
grey sky scraper north of over the river. 

‘I'd love to,’ Rose burst out. 

‘Oh great. | knew | could rely on you.’ 

Rose almost ran to the couture rack where she swished 
through the most amazing pink party dress, an astounding 
silver flapper dress and a perfect little black cocktail dress 
wondering which to wear to play at Peter's girlfriend. 

She was so pleased he still turned to her for that duty. It 
made her feel cherished and reliable and as if someday (she 
hardly dare think it in case her dream collapsed) it would all 
come true. Peter would turn to Rose and Say it was all a silly 
phase and he knew deep down he'd loved her since 
undergraduate days. 

And because she'd been such a gorgeous rock and so 
beautifully reliable, would she do him the honour of being 
his wife? 


Wondering if Rose would do him the honour of being his 
girlfriend but not seeing how it could be arranged if he were 
to keep his room Beefy took the bus to Surrey Quays. 

Hopping on the London Overland he soon arrived at 
Shoreditch where, after buying coffees for colleagues, he 
walked to the huge new Comme des Garcons store. 

Happy and content with his life, not wanting to spoil it, 
Beefy bounded happily into the store saying hello to the 
security guard, winking at the Brazilian cleaning lady and 
waving to his friend Jose who was arranging grey shirts into 
place on the shop floor. 

‘Get your arse into gear, Beefy,' Jose said in his hoarse 
guttural tones, 'Fashion Week is only next month and we've 
got one hell of a show to organise. ' 


Chapter 3 


‘You’re too good to me, Rose. How can I ever make it up 
to you?’ Peter said hurriedly planting a kiss on Rose’s 
alabaster cheek as he met her in the Trafalgar Tavern by the 
Thames in Greenwich. 

He was already late due to the immense pressure of work 
and had only left the office that Saturday morning to meet 
Rose and his Mother, Diana. 

Rose could think of a few ways Peter could make it up to 
her. In particular one lovely way but didn’t say it. 

Instead, a vision in silver sequinned flapper dress all too 
special for a Saturday lunch with Peter’s Mum, she said in 
her sweet whimsical way, ‘It's my pleasure, really it is. | love 
your parents. | see them as my own. | love you too, er, 
being with you too.’ She focused her smoky eyes on Peter’s 
handsome face. 

Peter hoped from foot to foot by Rose’s table. He was 
terribly het up. Calmly Rose placed her little hand on his 
shirt sleeve. The tension of working on a Saturday morning 
and meeting his Mother lowered to a manageable level. 

‘I'm sorry, Rose. I'm still caught up in work,’ he said 
looking at her kindly, ‘And the thought of putting you 
through this with my Mum again. It’s, well, more than a gay 
should have to bear.’ 

I’m a fraud, he thought dismally. A spineless fraud 
uncomfortable on the gay scene and an outsider ina 
straight world. 

Ordering G&T for them both he slumped down next to 
her and gazed at the Thames churning just outside the 
window. The immense tide was on the verge of turning, 
Slowly draining the river to a fraction of its size. The 


countervailing forces stirred the water up flicking froth 
towards the windows. 

Rose found her pretty little hand was tiny under his. She 
smiled as he turned to her and she glanced girlishly at his 
smart, short dark hair, narrow temples and symmetrically 
masculine jaw. 

Suddenly aflame she used her other hand to take a deep 
draught of G&T. The sun momentarily burst from behind 
grey cloud and caught her silver sequins, the clinking ice in 
her glass. Rose appeared a blaze of pure white brilliance. 

It would be very easy and convenient to take Rose as a 
wife, Peter thought without any enthusiasm. Then he’d not 
to have to worry about the eternal lies at work and to his 
family. Mother would be so happy. 

It would be nice to see her happy again, he thought 
wistfully. Perhaps a son really should go to those lengths 
even today if it could bring such joy. Surely he owed it to 
her. 

And Rose wouldn't mind being his wife, would she? No 
doubt she'd let him carry on with men. And he would her. 

But then he glimpsed the glutes of a Spanish waiter in 
tight black trousers and felt his Mother's joy was important 
but not as immediate as his need to get a boyfriend. 

Of course a waiter would never do. He wouldn't even 
consider shagging a waiter. It was possible he was only in 
London to learn English and would soon have a glittering 
career swaggering across the financial capitals of Europe. 

Peter could fly from City Airport and meet him in Paris, 
Madrid or Rome for weekends of porn star sex and romance 
in foreign, glamorous cities. They would walk hand in hand 
through the cobbled streets, hurl their gym trained bodies 
into roof-top pools and feel the heat of a setting continental 
sun. 

But it was unlikely. He really ought not to be so fussy if 
he was to win this silly bet with Blake. 


‘You're hand is too tight,’ Rose said straining to take it 
back again, ‘It's hurting me,’ Rose said meekly bringing 
Peter back to the reality of his dismal life in London. 

‘Oh, sorry,' he said miserably. 

Sensing the immense sadness that sometimes bore over 
Peter like a huge black dog, Rose took his hand back and 
whispered, 'Cheer up, someone loves you. And she’s 
coming.’ 

Forcing a smile Peter jumped up and greeted his Mother. 

‘Darlings,’ Diana said kissing her son, 'Why this awful pub 
again,’ she added in her elegant, slow tones looking round 
the faked Victoriana of the pub and taking in the stale smell 
of spilt beer. 

Then, turning her heavily made up eyes on Rose, ‘Oh, 
what a fabulous dress. Are you warm enough?’ she asked 
kissing Rose to mask her surprise at such extravagant attire 
on a Saturday morning. It had very little back, no sides and 
hardly any front. 

Why hadn't Peter thrown off this peculiar girl with her 
strange job in that dreary second hand shop? 

‘If you’re cold, my love, you must have my jacket,’ Peter 
said attentively. Rose, not realising Peter referred to her, 
glanced idly at the churning Thames. 

The dying tide had begun its relentless ebb far, far away 
into the English Channel beyond the little beaches and 
sprawling commuter lands of Essex and Kent. 

There was a silence. Peter’s Mother sat and looked 
quizzically at that strange little thin girl wondering when 
she'd reply to her son. 

‘Oh,’ Rose cried, snapping back to the reality of her role, 
‘I’m not cold at all... my love,’ she chirped and looked 
around for a menu. 

Lunch progressed as well as could be expected under the 
very strenuous circumstances. 

Peter embarrassed himself with numerous lies and half 
truths but mainly outright lies about his robust hetero life 


with Rose. 

Rose depressed herself with alarmingly vivid descriptions 
of her blissful life with her handsome Peter that she 
recounted to his Mother. 

The extravagance of the many fine meals they’d enjoyed 
together in the West End was startling, the number of 
romantic walks they enjoyed through the splendours of a 
summer time Greenwich Park were limitless, the expense of 
Rose’s taste and changes to 151 were immense. In short 
Rose presented the perfect vision of a fiancée in waiting. 

Even Peter’s Mother became carried away and began to 
think Rose’s deep curls and natural beauty were something 
in this day of ruthless go getting women working as hard as 
her son in the City. But could her slight body bear her a 
grandchild? 

‘| do hope you’re not letting him work too hard, dear,’ 
Diana said to Rose in a certain voice, ‘A young man needs 
time to make certain decisions,’ she added and looked at 
Rose’s little hand. Still no ring, she sighed to herself. 

‘No, yes, er, | always tell him to come home early,’ she 
said delicately working her slow way through a salad. 

‘Does he come home early?’ 

‘Not often.’ 

‘Not as often as I'd like,’ Peter interrupted. 

Diana looked at her son. He was terribly attractive with 
his dark hair, blue eyes and smart attire. But were his 
shoulders bigger than they were? Any more and he’d look 
like a boxer. Why were young men so self concerned 
nowadays? 

‘Are you overdoing it at the gym?’ she asked 
nonchalantly. 

‘Oh, just keeping in shape. Working up a sweat,’ Peter 
said awkwardly. 

‘Working up a sweat?’ a loud, querulous voice said from 
behind the table. All three turned to see Blake dressed as 
waiter. 


‘You'll need to do more than work up a sweat to beat me 
in getting a boyf!’ he cackled snapping his waiter's towel, 
‘Hi my dearest lovelies, | didn't Know you were dining here,’ 
he went on gaining a hectic enthusiasm, ‘And after seeing 
what Roger the chef does with a parson's nose | suggest you 
don't dine here again.’ 

‘You work here?’ Peter asked incredulous. He looked left 
and right as if he might see evidence to disprove it. 

‘Yes, another of my many jobs on the side. I’ve quite a 
few things on the side. | thought you'd have noticed,’ Blake 
said with a sniff and began to pile their plates onto this tray, 
‘That little Latino over there got me the position via Grindr. 
Lets just say | had to put him in a few positions myself,’ he 
winked and laughed raucously. 

That’s my tip gone, Blake thought when the three failed 
to be amused. 

Rose wanted to step in to help her Peter but couldn’t for 
the life of her think how. She racked her brain and tried to 
speak but no words came out. Instead her hand dived into 
her silver clutch seeking her white eye liner which she had a 
vague hope she could use to pass Blake a note. 

‘Any luck with a boy yet?’ Blake asked as Peter’s Mother 
picked up her own clutch and held it closely to her red silk 
sweater and pearls. 

‘Boy?’ Diana asked, interested. 

‘Er no. No boy. No boy at all,’ Peter blathered. He looked 
as awful as he felt. ‘Do, do, do you mean my new assistant?’ 
he asked Blake croakily and turned to his Mother, ‘He's a 
boy, you know,’ he said in strange, intimate tones. 

Diana wasn’t used to this. Peter's eyes were filled with 
fear. 

‘A boy? | suppose you can't send him back?’ she asked 
unsure of her son’s concern and his sudden close attention 
to her. 

‘No, no, no more’s the pity,’ Peter laughed feeling hotter 
and hotter. And a little sick, ‘A boy's a boy nowadays, you 


see,’ he said and seriously considered hurling himself 
through the window into the Thames. 

Diana nodded not seeing at all. 

‘No, silly,” Blake said hanging on somewhat,’ | don't mean 
your assistant. | mean grindrinos. Haven't you downloaded 
it on your iPhone yet? It's amazing what it can do. That old 
guy over there has been buying me drinks all morning,’ he 
said pointing towards an elderly man who raised a liver- 
spotted hand in greeting, 'he found me on Grindr and liked 
what he saw.’ 

‘Oh | see,’ Peter said with a hard stare. 

He was slowly managing to bring his internal dialogue 
back on track. He pictured how he’d behave facing a 
particularly demanding American client,’ Yes, Mother, Grindr 
it's a cooking app. | love to cook,’ he said with growing 
resolve and open arms. 

He looked at Rose who nodded wisely. She'd given up on 
the note writing rouse and was wildly considering how else 
to divert Blake. 

‘You love two cocks, more like,’ Blake laughed and began 
to place his tray on the table as if he might throw off his 
waiting duties and join them for an in-depth analysis of 
Peter’s love of cock. 

At that moment a well placed hand spilt tomato juice on 
Rose's beautiful dress. There was a girlish scream (from 
Blake) and a faint sigh (from Rose). The despoiling of her 
exquisite dress was simply a price she had to pay to save 
her dear Peter. 

‘Could you rub me down, Blake,’ Rose asked firmly 
leading him away from Peter and his Mother. Peter was 
visibly relieved. 

Damn queer goings on, Diana thought as Blake continued 
to behave wildly across the bar haranguing Rose with a dish 
rag, soda water and more girlish screams. She turned to 
Peter. 


‘That will never come out,’ Diana said looking at her son 
very closely. 

‘No, | Suppose it won't,’ Peter said hiding a deep-seated 
kind of despair that tore at his gentle heart. 


Chapter 4 


Peter’s Mother disappeared into Greenwich station 
leaving a rapidly cooling kiss on her son’s smooth cheek, a 
faint scent of rosewater and a notion that she would not be 
fooled for much longer. 

Peter watched the space she left sure he’d be doing 
something desperate right now had Rose’s hand not so 
tightly clasped his. Of course he had no idea what that 
something desperate might be because he never did do 
anything desperate. 

Noticing the evening breeze on his flushed face Peter led 
Rose from the station and up the steep terraced streets with 
their little cottages and grand Victorian squares. Up past the 
charming Fan Museum they walked. Beyond the RC church 
with its uplifting white spire painted a pale pink by the 
setting sun they progressed until Peter felt Rose’s pace 
slacken. 

She was contemplating the perfect symmetry of the 
church spire. After the strain of lunch, seeing Peter so 
uncomfortable and ashamed, she longed to enter its 
reassuring walls imbued with centuries of devotion and 
incense. 

Perhaps a spinster's life of jumble sales, church twice on 
Sundays and knitting jumpers for curates would suit her 
best, she thought. But she doubted whether any of the 
priests she'd seen coming and going there could provide her 
any kind of satisfaction, even spiritual. 

Turning to Rose in the romance of the picturesque street 
Peter's pained look was met with a warm smile. Oh! how 
Rose wished he would pour his heart out to her or, better 
still, embrace her. Then, as if in subconscious recognition of 


her deepest wish and dear expression, Peter began to 
speak. 

‘I’ve got to get a boyfriend, haven’t I, Rose,’ he said a 
little urgently and sat sharply on the church wall. 

Rose remained standing looking down at the desire of her 
heart; this was not what she had wanted to hear. 

‘Then l'Il be able to tell Mum. Then l'Il be able to tell the 
truth,’ Peter moped. He looked at his expensive dark brown 
brogues and scuffed them against the wall by way of 
penance for his lies. His feet displaced some ivy growing on 
the wall. 

‘Of course you will, my love,’ Rose cooed, ‘a handsome 
man like you. You'll easily find someone,’ she said and 
stroked his hair into place. 

‘| haven’t got the time what with work. lIl... er... have to 
get on that Grindr app like Blake suggested. That'll help me 
balance my work life with my sex life, won't it Rose,’ Peter 
said half in humour, half in desperation. 

Rose was silent. 

‘Won't it, Rose?’ Peter repeated. He looked up at her. 

‘Isn’t that for one night stands,’ she asked. 

‘But how else can a man meet another man these days?’ 
he asked with no idea how it might be arranged other than 
via a mobile phone app. 

At that moment Rose caught sight of Beefy emerging 
from a side street. She was about to wave to him when she 
saw he was taking another man to the station. She half 
ducked and then stood again. 

Beefy and the squat Latin man seemed to be arguing. 
But about what she had no idea. For some obscure reason 
when she saw them see her she pretended not to have 
noticed them and sharply sat down next to Peter. Appalled 
to find herself flush a bright red she feigned a laugh. 

Peter looked at her quizzically. 


At the bottom of the hill, Jose, observing Rose's actions 
said to Beefy, ‘That girl’s in love. ' 

‘Who with?’ Beefy asked tentatively as he quickly drew 
Jose towards the station. 

‘Who do you think?’ 

Beefy’s face brightened as they descended the hill. 

‘Now you've seen how perfect 151 is will you agree to be 
my beard?' Beefy asked Jose at the station. 

Spending every day together working on the 
preparations for the Comme des Garcon London Fashion 
show the two men were now almost close friends. It was 
Beefy's fantastically devious idea for Jose to masquerade as 
his beard in front of his house mates. It was so devious it 
was almost gay. 

Becoming keen on Beefy's unconscious naivety and a 
lithe masculinity any gay man would love, Jose jumped at 
the chance. 

‘There's nothing I'd love more than to be your beard, 
darling,' Jose said, kissed Beefy on the cheek and dashed 
into Greenwich station enlivened by the unlimited possibility 
of a Saturday night on London's scene. Waiting for the train 
he texted, facebooked and twittered manically to his friends 
already in Soho about how he'd bagged a straight guy. And 
an English one too! 

Beefy began to whistle and practically bounced up the 
hill as he rushed to catch up with Rose and Peter. The three 
young people entered the bright white house and busied 
themselves making coffee in the huge cafetiere that Peter 
insisted on using. 


Some minutes later Blake arrived at 151. ‘What are you 
Slags doing tonight?’ he asked throwing open the kitchen 
door and sashaying in. 

‘I’m not in the mood to do anything,’ Peter said, still 
angry with Blake, and strode past him to his immaculate 
drawing room. He threw himself on the huge white sofa and 


held a jade sequin cushion to his chest. The blue of evening 
filtered through the vast windows and cast him ina 
melancholy light. 

‘Not in the mood to do anything but perhaps in the mood 
to do someone!’ Blake declared happily from the door of the 
room ushering Rose and Beefy onto the sofa and began 
lecturing to them. 

He switched on all the floor lamps and set the white fairy 
lights draped across the mantle piece to a pulsating throb. 

‘It's about time | threw a surprise coming out party for 
you. We know you're gay and it's ok!' Blake went on and 
began to hum a little tune. 

‘But | am out,' Peter said drearily. 

'I mean ‘out out,’ Blake snapped and began to harangue 
Peter about going out clubbing that night. He waved a silver 
ornament that looked very expensive. 

‘Wow there's a lot of gadgets here,' Beefy said trying to 
change the topic from evening plans, 'Is that an Apple 
Airport over there,' he said indicating to an Apple wifi 
solution. 

Proud, Peter nodded. He liked a man that recognised his 
gadgets. 

‘Are you an Apple fan?' Peter asked Beefy. 

‘More to the point,' Blake said butting in, 'are you an anal 
fan?’ 

Beefy, a fearsome flush on his face, found himself 
nodding slowly. 

‘Ah, bless,' Blake said and stooped to pat Beefy on the 
shoulders, 'So are we!' | say we go anal at XXL tonight, dear 
Slagettes,' he trilled and took up another ornament. This one 
an impossibly coloured glass paperweight from Interior 
Motives. 

‘I'm not sure XXL is really me,' Peter said, glum. Beefy's 
hmmm seemed to indicate a vague agreement. 

‘What /s you, then?' Blake asked Peter, still strutting 
before his three house mates. His arms were spread wide. 


Peter had vague thoughts of an evening at the V&A, later 
perhaps a pint of something warm and a view of greenery 
such as of a London park or preferably countryside. But he 
couldn't see how any of this could be achieved so he simply 
shrugged. 

‘Good, dolls! It's decided,’ Blake trilled in a bright, happy 
tone, 'An extravagant night of bearded bears and bare 
behinds at XXL. And of course we need to christen Beefy, so 
to speak,’ he said and flung open a white gloss cupboard 
from whence he brought out a drinks tray, 'This occasion 
calls for a drink,' he added. 

In Blake's life there wasn't an occasion that didn't, Rose 
thought. 

‘Pink gin?’ he trilled and poured four glasses without 
hesitation. 


Chapter 5 


‘I've never been to XXL,' Beefy said nervously in the taxi. 
The streets of south London flashed by appearing beautiful 
in the electric luminosity of the night. 

Blake made an exaggerated show of shock and reworked 
his hair again. 

‘Next you'll be saying you've never shagged a man,’ he 
shrieked and laughed ostentatiously. 

Beefy feigned a laugh and glanced at Rose. Before she 
looked away he saw her voluminous eye lashes and pink 
lips. He liked a woman who made an effort and Rose, with 
her red carpet dress and impossibly glamorous curls was 
just such a woman. 

‘Not recently,’ he said and cleared his throat 
concentrating very hard on a salary man who wobbled on a 
hired Barclays bicycle. The intermingling scent of the many 
perfumes and aftershaves was becoming overpowering. If it 
wasn't for the pink gin cocktails extravagantly mixed by 
Blake Beefy might have felt very nervous indeed. 

‘Oh you boys, you're as bad as each other!’ Blake 
declared and took a swig of white wine from the bottle he'd 
sensibly brought with him, 'and that's not bad enough! | had 
no idea gays like you still existed. Don't worry though,' he 
said touching Beefy's knee, 'If you're not flat on your back 
by the end of night with your legs behind your ears then 
there's something very wrong with you,' he said with a wink. 

To everyone's surprise, most of all Beefy's, he winked 
back. Then he gulped and took out his phone. He texted 
Jose making sure he'd be at XXL too as they'd agreed. 

To Beefy's relief Blake turned his attention to Peter. 

‘Now, dearest, have you downloaded Grindr yet?' he 
asked, rather high at the thought of the thousand dance 


crescendos XXL would blast out tonight. 

Peter, sensibly attired in shirt and straight jeans, shook 
his head. 

‘Good grief, I'm glad someone's made an effort. Oh! But 
it's only me,' he said indicating his skinny jeans and wide 
necked printed T-shirt, 'and Rose of course!' he said and 
began to scold Peter suggesting they must go shopping for 
a new image, 'Do we have a second outfit?’ he asked Peter. 
And then, 'Get that bastard app downloaded; it'll help break 
the ice when you see a man you like. Then he'll break the 
ice around your cock. It's about time you had a tongue down 
there.’ 

Blake's behaviour was becoming more and more 
frenzied. The black cab practically crackled with the electric 
atmosphere. 

Reluctantly Peter downloaded the app and uploaded a 
picture Blake took for him with the phone. 

If there had been time Blake would have taken an 
obligatory cockpic for Peter too and any topless or nude 
shots he might need to attract a man; that's what best gays 
are for. But they were already drawing up at the sprawling 
club tucked nicely under a number of railway arches. 

Peter's nerves peaked to a painful climax of 
awkwardness. He gulped, stumbled and was relieved when 
Rose took his hand. She always seemed to know how to 
comfort him. 

In a moment they were inside the pounding, intense 
atmosphere of the club. The night closed behind them with 
the swish of a glittery curtain. The blast of music was 
deafening, the sight of hundreds of men dancing and 
laughing with men friends was daunting. 

Blake immediately organised the proceedings, taking 
charge of Peter's cash, ordering drinks and, after only a few 
sips, leading them to the dance floor. A night out with Blake 
always meant extremes. Extremely expensive aftershave, 
the best champagne, the hottest boys. 


‘I'm not ready to dance!' Peter shouted at Blake backlit 
by an intense laser show, but to no avail. 

Dragged to the floor Peter found himself surrounded by 
tens of topless men, many impressively buff but many 
appallingly fat. Why did gay men consider the label 'bear' an 
excuse to get fat, he thought becoming a little superior. 
Perhaps his own body, trained so regularly by Adam, wasn't 
as bad as he'd imagined. Yes, he still had a belly but it paled 
in comparison with some of the stomachs proudly on show 
and wobbling alarmingly close. 

The music rushed harder, the crescendos came faster 
and faster. 

With his protective little group of friends Peter began to 
relax and slowly feel an ease with his body and a happiness 
at being gay he hadn't for years. He undid another shirt 
button and began to dance a bit more energetically. Taking 
cues from Blake who was acting as if he hadn't seen a man 
in years, Peter began to glance shyly towards other men. 

Across the pounding dance floor he caught the eye of a 
rapacious looking Latino with narrow eyes, square jaw and 
perfect black hair. Peter imagined running his hands through 
it, caressing the line of his face, moving his hands slowly 
downwards taking in every inch of his foreign masculinity. 

Peter swallowed hard. The Latino smiled but, still 
inhibited, Peter could only look bashfully away. 

Remembering what Blake had said about using Grindr to 
break the ice he took out his iPhone with a joyful sense of 
anticipation. 

Yes! Peter found the hotino! His picture came in between 
a dubious shot of an unappealing young bear cub and a 
faceless picture of a Grindrino's torso who promised to reply 
to every message. 

How wonderful to be young and gay, Peter thought 
wildly, this modern technology seemed designed solely to 
improve gay lifestyles. He opened a chat with the hotino. At 
that moment anything seemed possible, even for Peter. 


Rose, used to clubbing with Blake, tried but failed to 
catch Peter's attention. He was manically playing with that 
phone. It was disappointing but not excessively so. 

Resourceful, at ease in gay clubs, and rather tipsy Rose 
danced without self consciousness. She simply moved in her 
own special way to the four-four beat, twirling around ata 
drum roll, raising her hands high for a scintillating climax 
and shaking her hips during a moody breakdown. 

Gay men smiled and complimented her. She accepted it 
calmly, only dimly flattered, knowing it all to be a silliness. 
She accepted another drink from Beefy and was carried 
away by the transitory decadence of it all. 

While spending cuts deadened, terrorism loomed and 
happiness was fleeting at least they could say they danced 
and were young, she thought as she was bathed ina 
shimmering light display. 

Beefy danced close to his house mates for protection. He 
wasn't uncomfortable in gay clubs, he'd been to some 
before, but he wasn't exactly relaxed either. He gulped at 
the drinks and made an effort to move energetically and 
seem like he was enjoying himself. 

The pounding music with its busy basslines and hi NRG 
synth had an appeal but it wasn't really his thing. His thing 
being a cooler retro mix of old school dance and new school 
rock. And why did that portly topless man with an unkempt 
beard keep pushing into him? It was becoming fucking 
annoying. Beefy, from an intoxicated anger helped along by 
pre-loading at 151, found himself pushing back. 

‘Oi,’ the portly bear shouted at Beefy, 'watch it, you 
Skinny runt,’ he spat. 

This drew the attention of his group of bears. They 
surrounded Beefy with bulging bodies and a profusion of 
hair exploding from every possible inch of body. And there 
were a lot of inches and a lot of bodies. 

Not quite knowing what he was doing Beefy said, ‘Just 
stop pushing, will you,' then added, 'Will you?' as a question 


to soften what he'd found himself saying. 

‘I'm just dancing, darling, and anyway you shouldn't even 
be here. You're not even a bear,' the lead shouted. He would 
have rolled up his shirt sleeves if he wasn't shirtless. 

Rose moved closer to Beefy sensing something was 
afoot. 

‘Is this your girlfriend?’ the bear demanded, ‘Out! Get 
out! You're not a bear, you're not even a queer!’ The rushing 
music seemed to slow and quieten. 

'I am!' Beefy said fiercely and would have punched the 
bastard bear had a strong hand and a thick arm not 
embraced him and rough persistent lips not kissed him. 

Too surprised to be shocked Beefy caught a glimpse of 
Jose dragging him from the dance floor as he shrieked, 
‘Don't mess with my man, you fucking slags!' at the top of 
his voice. 

The drama ended as quickly as it had started and a wall 
of men closed shut behind them as they left the dance floor. 
Rose followed fighting her way through feeling a natural 
concern for her new friend. 

‘| can't leave you alone in a gay club for a minute, can I!' 
Jose laughed. He was dressed similarly to Beefy in black and 
grey Comme Des Garcon T-shirt and slacks. They looked 
quite the power gays together. Either that or the twink 
twins. 

‘Sshhh,' Beefy said desperately to Jose as Rose 
approached, ‘and thanks.' 

‘You must be Beefy's boyfriend,’ Rose said warmly to 
Jose. Responding with a little hug and a kiss he said, ‘Yes, | 
must be,' with his slight accent. He was short and swarthy, 
fabulously Spanish. 

Beefy nodded agreement. 

‘It's lovely to meet you,' Rose said against the electro 
intensity of the music. 

The multicoloured lasers and the dry ice gave her a much 
more modern air than usual. Beefy looked at her a little 


longer than might have been expected, his eyes following 
the line of her stunning dress and killer legs. A look of such 
high octane glamour she seemed like a model from a 
Comme Des Garcons lookbook. 

‘You work together?' she said to Jose, shouting somewhat 
over the music. 

Jose nodded, sipped on his beer though a straw and 
poked Beefy. He was showing far too much interest in Rose. 

‘We're not together as much as I'd like,' Jose said with an 
air of regret and then pulled Beefy close. Seeing him oogling 
a woman like this made him surprisingly territorial, 'I can't 
stand it when we're apart,’ he said fiercely and looked to 
Beefy for agreement. 

Beefy nodded obediently as Jose's belly pressed into his 
flat stomach. 

Rose smiled pleased to see a happy gay couple, even if 
she'd had liked to have been one part of that couple, and 
turned to look for Peter. 

He couldn't be seen. 

She turned back and caught Beefy's eye. The intensity of 
his stare came like a shock. A rather pleasant one. She 
drank it in as the moment elongated. Behind him the 
dancing men seemed to move in slow motion while the dry 
ice lit up magically under the disco lights. It framed Beefy's 
youthful beauty of quiffed, asymmetric hair and small, 
pretty features. So much so that she couldn’t tear her eyes 
from his face. 

Jose, taking his role as beard a little too seriously, found 
himself placing a protective hand on his Beefy's shoulder. 

‘We'll get you a drink,’ he snapped and dragged Beefy 
away through the crowds of men to the bar. 

Alone and feeling she wasn't welcome Rose became 
intensely self conscious, embarrassed and then distressed. 
It seemed impossible to find a space against the wall where 
she might comfortably stand and quietly fade into the 
background. 


Finding herself pushed by an attention seeking group of 
men she looked around wildly for Peter. But she couldn't see 
him anywhere. She stood on tiptoes and then, to her 
immense relief, glimpsed him between men dancing madly. 
He was frantically kissing a dark, swarthy man on the dance 
floor. 

Appalled, Rose sank down feeling anxious and 
unprotected in a club where it seemed everyone had 
someone. She had nobody and nothing. The dry ice curled 
around her eerily. 


Blake emerged from the back room in a fruitless attempt 
to dissuade a blonde German youth from latching onto him. 
He'd been dominated by his big Aryan cock once tonight 
and that ought to have been enough. 

‘Get back in the fucking back room, will you, | don't do 
my own sloppy seconds,’ Blake said, 'even if they do have a 
big cock,' he added and stumbled onwards until he saw a 
young black guy with bulging muscles he recognised. Blake 
had had his eye on the black guy on Grindr and wanted his 
finger in him as soon as possible. 

Blake took out his phone, identified him from his 
favourites and tapped out a greeting. 

'I want to wash something white down with something 
black,’ he typed as he was jostled by pairs and groups of 
men entering the back room together or waiting excitedly 
for partners. 

The young black guy smiled and in an impressive flourish 
tore off his white T-shirt. He began to caress his well cut 
chest sat above a rock hard stomach. 

With eyes bulging as much as his trousers, Blake grabbed 
the man's hand and led him past the German youth 
laughing as he did so. They disappeared into the intense 
black hole of the back room. Soon Blake's cock disappeared 
into the sweet tightness of the man's own black hole. 


‘Let's go back to yours,' the Latino said insistently to 
Peter, his mouth close to Peter's face. 

The Latino's name was Xavier and, although short and 
pot bellied, he was a little bit muscular and every bit 
energetic. He wasn't a patch on Peter but Peter, self 
conscious and shy, still had his reservations. Was Peter 
ready to bare his body to a stranger? Even a fat stranger? A 
stranger who might have any kind of disease and might rob 
him as soon as shag him? Xavier hung around Peter's neck 
making it difficult to dance. 

‘I'm not sure,' Peter shouted into Xavier's ear. 

Men were always either too good or not good enough to 
Peter. He'd begun to feel dizzyingly drunk from the mix of 
drinks and the relentless pounding of music. He would love 
to sit down. 'I don't normally do this kind of thing,’ Peter 
added eyeing Xavier's stomach suspiciously. 

Xavier laughed. 

‘The back room, then,' Xavier said and without waiting 
for an answer practically dragged Peter to it. 

The opening lines of a familiar dance remix brought to 
mind Friday night listening to Gaydar radio with Rose at 151. 
Suddenly remembering Rose Peter pulled back. 

‘Wait, wait,’ Peter said and craned around looking for his 
friend. She was nowhere to be seen. 

I'll text her to make sure she got home ok, Peter thought 
regretfully and allowed himself to be taken to the back 
room. He had an idea he might get this shag out of the way 
like learning to ride a bike again. Moreover his was turned 
on by the kind of sleazy sex he'd only read about in those 
gay safe sex leaflets. 

The pitch black nothingness shrouded any of Xavier's 
more unfortunate aspects. He went straight to work on 
Peter's cock pulling open his jeans and pulling his pants 
down. 

Groaning more with shame than pleasure, Peter wanted 
nothing more than to run away and die. But he knew he had 


to get through this. He fought through the sickening 
embarrassment wondering what kind of gay doesn't enjoy 
back room sex? That was until Xavier's mouth was around 
his cock and his tongue was lashing along its silken steel 
sides. 

As this went on an insistent, relentless desire 
overwhelmed his self conscious thoughts. He was lost ona 
euphoric wave of pleasure the like of which he hadn't felt for 
years. 

Yes, yes, he thought, this is life, this is what being young 
and gay is all about, his mind screamed. 

And then he felt the groping hand of another man. He 
tried to bat if off but Xavier seemed to be encouraging it. 
And then another hand pawed at him. It became evident 
some unknown couple wanted to join in. 

Finding he couldn't physically push them away Peter 
panicked and almost cried out. But then with another man's 
hand around his cock the panic turned to an impossible 
excitement and Peter groped for a man's, anyone's, arse. He 
didn't care which one. His fingers were in there, the musty 
smell was familiar, and soon his cock almost followed. He 
was being drawn in by the stranger. 

And Peter so wanted to thrust in, to dominate and to 
violently pound away the stress and frustration of the last 
few years. But before he did he came. 

‘Oh! You filthy slag,' a familiar voice said, 'You've cum 
buckets on my back. Would have been nice inside me,' he 
went on and then apparently turned his attention to Xavier. 

Peter grabbed at his trousers and pulled away in horror. 
Unable to pull them up in time he tripped and fell hitting his 
head on the floor. 

The voice had been Blake's. 

He'd almost fucked Blake without a condom. Prostrate on 
the floor, his trousers still down, he gasped and the room 
fell silent for a moment. Someone wolf whistled, another 
growled and then it erupted back into writhing, copulating 


life. Peter noticed a hand on his leg and kicked it away. 
Feeling blood on his face he muffled a cry and managed to 
stand and stumble from the back room. 

In the grotty toilets he tended to his cut face watching 
his reflection in the smeared mirror. The wound wasn't 
serious and no one would notice. But in the bright electric 
light Peter felt painfully sober. 

He asked himself how had it come to this? How had Blake 
come to this? Wanting to be fucked bareback by faceless 
strangers in a back room? 


Rose, having seen Peter disappear into the back room, 
momentarily felt pathetic again. She'd been so relieved to 
have seen him but had been unable to catch up with him. 
She'd felt such a fool dashing through the maddening 
throngs of men. 

She was Sure her dress was askew and her make up a 
mess. And she knew her curls were wet and clammy. 

Fighting back tears she was in half a mind to creep into 
the back room herself and take Peter some condoms when 
Beefy tapped her on the back. She returned his smile 
instinctively and tried the best she could to keep from 
crying. His reassuring face helped immeasurably. 

‘Want to go?' he asked without looking at her directly so 
as to spare her embarrassment. 

Rose nodded and let him authoritatively take her in hand, 
collect her coat and suavely usher her into a cab. 


Chapter 6 


‘Does the gay scene make you happy?’ a tired Rose 
asked a violently hungover Peter the following Sunday 
afternoon as they walked through a bright Greenwich park. 
Somehow the house mates had all made it back to 151 the 
previous night. 

Rose had been escorted back by a commanding Beefy. 
Rose was Sad to hear Beefy had argued with Jose but he 
assured her they'd make it up at work on Monday. And she 
was reassured that Beefy wasn't too upset by the lovers' tiff. 

Peter and Blake had come home empty handed when 
Peter had refused to give Blake any more money for drinks 
or drugs or whatever he threw money at at XXL. 

Blake, enraged that a conslutant like Peter wouldn't be 
more generous to a poor little gay, insisted he couldn't have 
fun without money and stormed out. Blake was about to 
catch the N1 night bus, not in order to get home, but as a 
last ditch attempt to pick up. Happily Peter had found him 
and offered to pay for a black cab. 

In recent years night buses had become a kind of 
speeding last chance clearing house on wheels for gays 
where there was as much chance of being hit upon by a guy 
as there was of being hit by a drunken brute. Some gays 
liked the former, some preferred the latter. 

By the time they'd hailed a cab (Peter would not hear of 
taking an unlicensed car) they'd drearily walked as far as 
the rude neon of Canada Water tube station, consumed an 
appalling kebab and wanted nothing more than to wake in 
their own beds without hangovers. 

Of course they awoke to blazing, sickening pain and 
swore never to drink again. Well, not for a week or so 
anyway. 


Peter didn't mention how close he'd come to fucking 
Blake, he was too ashamed. But he did plan to, one day, 
address the issue of educated, middle class young men 
playing fast and loose with HIV. Peter wasn't sure Blake was 
all those things but he was certainly enjoying risky sex. 


‘It doesn’t make me happy in the slightest,’ Peter said in 
answer to Rose's question with a fey, resigned expression, 
‘In fact it makes me unhappy. But that's all there is,' he said 
helplessly, his head throbbing appallingly. 

‘Don't do something that makes you unhappy,' Rose said 
as lightly as she could manage. 

‘But I've got to find a man,' Peter said, 'Whether for this 
bet with Blake or for myself | need someone in my life | can 
love.' He looked up at the great incline of the park ahead 
and wondered if he had the strength to climb it. 

Thinking she would be that someone, Rose looked away 
across the flat expanse of park before the famous hill. 

She observed how the sunlit grass almost dazzled a 
shimmering white in contrast to the many trees' pools of 
dark green shade. The light seemed, somehow to need the 
dark shadows to help it shine. She held onto the thought as 
they slowly ascended the hill secreted away from the tourist 
throng on a path they knew intimately. 

‘Get it out of your system, then,' Rose said to Peter, 'see 
if aman makes you happy. But I..." Rose trailed off thinking 
this must be the last day of summer. She blinked rapidly. 
They carried on along the narrow, unmade path that tracked 
the edge of the hill. 

‘| will. I'll try. I'll make time,' Peter said buoying himself 
up, 'I think, I'm sure, the unhappiness is a kind of loneliness. 
If | had a boyfriend I'm sure I'd be happy. Someone | could 
turn to and be myself. Someone who will always be there for 
me. And me for him.’ 

‘But you'd still be yourself even with a man,' she said 
quietly and waited wondering if Peter would think that 


obvious or grasp at the true meaning. 

‘You don't understand,’ he replied without looking at her, 
‘You haven't a boyfriend. ' 

Rose looked pitiful for a moment. But only for a moment. 
She snapped back into sense. 

‘Lets get a drink from the lovely tea room by the 
Observatory,' she said in warm tones, ‘You'll feel so much 
better after a cup of tea. When | feel low or see awful 
tragedy on the news | always think life is so much nicer, 
more bearable after a cup of tea,' she went on a bit like the 
head girl she so secretly admired at school. Of course all the 
girls had had a crush on the dashing head girl. 

Peter managed a wan smile. 

There was a time when he'd have taken Rose's 
Suggestion and run with it spinning the idea of a restorative 
cup of tea to heroic, glittering lengths. Today, hungover and 
with a deep, dark notion gnawing at his stomach, he simply 
couldn't. 

'I mean, you must feel the same way,' he said as a 
question, his mouth too dry. 

Reaching the flat upland of the park Peter shrunk down 
and sat to face the massive, permanent view of London. 

‘Not really,’ she said, thinking she didn't feel that way at 
all, and then after a hesitation, ‘Perhaps you should use that 
Grindr thing on your mobile after all. Use it to chat to men 
first. Break the ice,' she said, her voice trailing off to a 
whisper obscured by the sound of happy children playing 
below them in the park. 

Sat next to Peter her hands made a little helpless gesture 
and then fell, useless in her lap. She tucked her charming 
legs to one side under her. She wore navy peddle-pushers, a 
delicate fifties sleeveless white blouse with large navy 
buttons and a hair band. A knitted cardie was close at hand. 
She didn't know it but she looked the very image of a girl in 
a vintage edition of Vogue. 


‘Yes that's it,’ Peter said enthusiastically, glad to be given 
such clear encouragement from his best friend, 'I mustn't 
waste this time chatting to you,' he went on cheerfully and 
with an alacrity took the phone out. 

He opened Grindr, changed his tag line to ‘chat, fun, 
boyfs' and began sizing up the fantastically arousing world 
of men that flooded the vibrant screen. 

He spent the remainder of the afternoon tapping away at 
his phone caught up in a gay mist, savouring the possibility 
of sex. It was wildly flattering to find so many men wanting 
to chat with him even if so many of them were not his type. 

Often he looked sharply up, searching for those men who 
seemed near. On occasion he worked up the confidence to 
type 'hey' or 'nice pic' to some men he rather liked. 

Rose sat quietly, ignored by Peter, beautifully surrounded 
by the most stunningly wonderful autumn. They were 
warmed by the loveliest of south westerly breezes and even 
by the occasional scent of buddleja wafting irresistibly over 
the park. 

Rose contemplated a bunch of pale, forgotten 
Michaelmas daisies and wanted to touch them. Feeling an 
apprehension for herself and a concern for her dear friend, 
Rose stroked the green grass and contemplated the 
impressive glittering permanence of the river Thames, the 
park and of life itself. 


Chapter 7 


The following Monday Blake casually handed the ugly 
sales assistant his credit card all the while praying this one 
would go through. It didn’t. 

‘Another failure,’ the middle aged queen declared and 
smiled making the deep lines around his eyes deepen even 
further. 

‘Oh dear, how strange,' Blake said in his lightest, most 
elevated tone that was more homo counties than home 
counties, 'Could you double dip using these two?' he asked 
as if amused by the novelty of it all. 

He purposely stared hard at the middle aged queen's 
ridiculously made up face in order to unnerve him. Pressed 
powder had accumulated in the cracks of his aged skin 
highlighting them rather than hiding them. 

‘I'd be happy to double dip,' the sales assistant said in a 
sour tone and to Blake's relief the sale went through. 

Clutching his House of Fraser bags filled with the most 
aspirational and unnecessary fashions Blake made his way 
to the restaurant for the Monday lunch he was meant to 
have before returning to work at the cafe. 

When his finances were stretched, which they invariably 
were, Blake lunched at House of F. When his finances were 
better than usual, which was the first few hours of pay day, 
Blake lunched, shopped and debauched in Liberty's of 
London. He amusingly named it Libertines of London. 

House of F didn't always give him that kick or the rush of 
those few minutes of pleasure that shopping ought to. But 
the kick was close enough. 

Blake smiled and sang the latest Kylie track to himself as 
he walked though the heady allure of the perfume and make 
up section. He stopped and applied a little extra of Kylie's 


aftershave for men. He was so glad she'd released one as it 
meant he didn't have to wear her ladies' perfumes all the 
time (just some of the time). He continued past soft 
furnishings and into the restaurant. 

With nothing to do as he awaited his whole food salad he 
did what he always did, whether with something to do or 
not, and took out his iPhone and opened Grindr. 

He looked at the list of available men. Far too many he 
recognised and far too many he'd shagged. Far too few he'd 
wanted to shag. Sadly today was an off day and new 
Grindrinos were as scarce as happiness. 

Nevertheless Blake kept on refreshing the screen. And he 
kept on refreshing the screen. But there were still no men of 
interest. This was so annoying it almost dulled the pleasure 
of his lush haul of clothes. 

Who was next on his to do list? 

Where was he to find a boyfriend? 

With a nasty look on his young face he began to block all 
those men that he didn't think were really good enough in 
order to free up space for men that just might be. 

Blocking Chinese looking men was like an obsession to 
him. This massacre went on for some time; there were a lot 
of Chinese men in London. They won a reprieve if they 
looked vaguely Japanese. 

It was a sad day; he blocked more men than he 
favourited. 

Presently Blake had the impression he was observed. He 
stroked his fashionably clipped stubble, waited, and looked 
across the restaurant. Smiling back was the face of a nice, 
fair young man waiting on the tables at the restaurant. 

Blake hadn't seen him before. He was impressed with the 
waiter's body. He had a pert, round arse and a flat stomach. 
He might have been on the puny side but Blake wouldn't 
have said 'no'. He would probably say 'yes, please’ as he 
had a few minutes to spare and the Gents were nicely 
obscured by plus size lingerie. 


The waiter kept looking so Blake made it obvious he was 
on Grindr. He even tipped the screen in the waiter's 
direction. But the waiter didn't take his phone out. 

It became obvious the waiter wasn't on Grindr. This was 
as concerning as it was surprising. Blake hadn't a clue what 
to do. He racked his mind wildly to recall life before Grindr. 
But it seemed impossible to imagine it. 

What did gays do before Grindr? 

Surely they didn't look, smile and then boldly approach 
each other? What would happen if they were rejected? That 
seemed as ridiculous as it was impossible. 

Unnerved, Blake had to do something to ease the 
tension. So he did what he always did when there was a 
dearth of new Grindrinos, he arranged a date with an eager 
old Grindrino he'd done before and reluctantly would have 
to do again. 

Disappointed to be missing out on the pretty waiter Blake 
drew up his bags and, without looking back, dashed from 
the stale, windowless, aspirational department store. 

‘You're late,’ Miss Morelli said under her breath as Blake 
returned to the cafe. 

‘Sorry, | had to get a few... er... bits,' Blake said throwing 
on his black apron. 

Mrs Morelli eyed the bags suspiciously. 'Why?' she asked. 

'Why? Er...’ Blake paused trying to recall what he'd 
bought. 

But why not? What else would an aspirational young gay 
do with his break? Before he could think of a reasonable 
answer the cafe was flooded by the rush of post lunch office 
workers needing their coffee fix. 

Before long an impatient queue had formed and Blake's 
hands were moving deftly across the espresso machine 
petting and coaxing it like an tamed animal. But it didn't 
sound happy at all. 


That morning Rose, with a growing concern, lifted the 
salmon pink Bakelite telephone in Interior Motives and 
telephoned to Miss Tollington. 

It was terribly unusual for Miss Tollington not to arrive for 
the shop opening. 

Without her cut glass tones and delightful cooing over 
the latest furnishing and fashion magazines Rose was 
somewhat at a loss as to what to do. Of course she made 
their usual blend of Earl Grey and English Breakfast. But 
making tea doesn't take all morning. 

Rose, ravishing in dove grey forties utility dress suit, had 
wafted from furniture arrangement to clothes rack titivating 
here and sprinkling glitter stars there. The clear, bright 
autumn light reflected on the stars and the many sparkling 
furnishings. It imbued the shop with an ethereal air. 

Rose floated within this enlightening scene her pale skin 
and pale suit combining to present a magical lit up aura to 
customers. 

But there were no customers. Custom had been few and 
far between since the credit crunch. 

The many bankers who thronged the DLR from 
Greenwich and Blackheath to Canary Wharf still passed by. 
But no longer did they enter on a whim and order one of 
Rose's entire furniture ‘looks’. 

There was Princess Peach, a whimsy of pinks and whites 
with the occasional plush toy, Country House Weekend, a 
robust vision of a modern English ancestral home and Home 
For The Holidays, a touching seaside retreat with nautical 
underpinnings. 

While Rose was not one to sentimentalise a rapacious 
retail boom sustained by impossible house prices and 
intangible hedge funds she saw that those dying days of the 
post millennium boom had a special, fin de sciecle glamour 
all of their own. 


‘Greenwich 6581,' a thin but gracious voice whispered. 


‘Hello, Miss Tollington. It's me, er, it's Rose. | was 
wondering...’ here she broke off wishing she hadn't finished 
her cup of tea. 

'Yes?' Miss Tollington's querulous voice asked. 

‘Wondering if | might be seeing you today,' Rose said at 
last. 

‘I'm afraid, my dear, that I'm not feeling myself.’ There 
was a hoarse cough and what sounded like an ornament 
being knocked over. 

Rose demurred. 

‘No, I'm not myself. Not a fraction of myself. Could you... 
would you mind awfully?’ she said and paused to cough 
again and take a rattling breath, 'Hold the fort til I'm back 
on my feet?’ Miss Tollington asked with some difficulty, ‘| 
know you are perfectly capable of it, Rose, aren't you?' 

Rose didn't think she was capable of it at all. But she 
hesitantly agreed and quickly put the phone down so 
Shaken and concerned was she at the thought that Miss 
Tollington might be ailing. 

Of course Rose had noticed it. 

A very sensitive girl, sensitive to little changes in 
atmosphere and mood, Rose was concerned when Miss 
Tollington had taken to cat naps in the back room. Then Miss 
Tollington had begun to bring out the pink gin in the 
afternoon and not just for customer events. Finally Miss 
Tollington had arrived late one morning without her full and 
extravagant face of make up, her damaged beauty evident 
for all to see. 

Rose had managed to dispatch her home by tampering 
with the light bulbs and pretending the electricity had grown 
too dim to safely open the shop. Despite the bright electric 
luminescence of the rest of Greenwich's bustling historic 
high street Miss Tollington had gladly acquiesced. 

Rose couldn't bear the thought of elegant, magical Miss 
Tollington being ill. She couldn't bear the thought of running 
Interior Motives by herself. 


The world seemed coloured in glitter and hope when Miss 
Tollington was directing Rose to order more salmon pink 
satin bedspreads, glossy white dressing tables and warship 
grey garden furniture. 

At a low ebb Rose fell into the plush burgundy velvet 
chair behind the counter and wondered what on earth she 
would do. It, life, seemed impossible. How could she cope 
with the shop alone? 

She simply had no confidence she could do it. She had no 
confidence she could do anything other than match metallic 
grey or eau de nil paints with canary yellow. And that was 
with Miss Tollington's severely manicured fingers flitting 
across the mood boards. 

Feeling very lonely and far more sorry for herself than 
was usual, Rose racked her brain for a way out of this 
depression. It would take all her feminine stoicism and 
derring do, of which she had pitifully little recently, to make 
Interior Motives a success again. 

'Ello,' a rough, south London accent cut through the 
cloying silence of Interior Motives. 

Rose was immediately buoyed by the unabashed 
masculinity of Scott's voice. She jumped up smoothing her 
hair that was pulled back in a high pony tail. 

‘Hello, Scott!' she said brightly. She emerged graciously 
from behind the counter, the bright morning light shining 
behind St Olaf's church illuminated her immaculately made 
up face. 

‘What's going on in ere, then. | 'fought' it looked quiet... 
wondered where old Miss T was and where was young Rosie 
too,' he said, his cheap blue polo neck that made up his 
sports shop uniform filled out by his athletic body. 

‘Thank you, Scott. Yes Miss T, | mean, Miss Tollington's 
poorly today,' Rose said with some regret and offered Scott 
tea. 

Scott didn't like the posh, perfumey tea that Rose made 
but he would never refuse it. He'd never refuse Rose 


anything. 

He watched her turn and pour the tea, looking longingly 
at her curves so nicely encased in the strange dull suit she 
wore. Why she didn't show a bit more skin and squeeze her 
breasts in a push up bra like the shop girls he went with he 
didn't know. But it was for herself he liked her. She was 
different, that was for sure. 

‘The ol' bird'll be alright. | ain't never known a time 
wivout ‘er 'ere,' he said enthusiastically energetic. He 
smiled. His smiled warmed Rose. 

‘| hope you're right,’ Rose said and wondered what would 
ever become of her if Miss Tollington passed on, or worse, 
retired. 

‘Come for a bite tonight?’ he asked after a pause. 

'A bite?' Rose asked not understanding. 

‘Somefink to eat. I've got, like, a voucher for Pizza 
Express,' he said proudly. 

‘Oh.' Rose rarely ate pizza if she could avoid it. She 
usually did avoid it. 

‘Do they have salads?' she asked vaguely and began to 
retreat behind the counter. 

'I 'fink' so but not sure it's in the voucher deal.' Scott 
looked down at his feet and appeared to tremble. 

‘Oh, well, that's alright. Of course I'll pay for my salad,' 
she said growing in enthusiasm. 

Scot wasn't exactly what she'd consider a suitable dining 
partner but he did have an unrestrained enthusiasm that 
she could do with right now. And of course Peter and Blake 
were mad hot on dating so she might as well, she thought 
and turned her pretty little well made up smile on Scott. He 
blushed as much as she did. 


‘Fuck,’ Blake spat as his battery died. A middle aged lady 
customer looked askance and exited the cafe as quickly as 
she came in. 


Blake had been on Grindr all afternoon chatting to old 
Shags and arranging new shags for later in the week. He 
was just about to suggest where to meet the Welsh 
Grindrino that night when his battery died. The battery 
wasn't up to Blake's ceaseless Grinding, modernity can have 
its drawbacks, so he usually brought a charger but today 
had forgotten. 

He wouldn't be able to meet the Grindrino in G-A-Y bar as 
he'd planned. 

This was inconvenient but an accomplished gay like 
Blake had another card up his well made sleeve. He'd just 
have to go to some dodgy internet cafe instead, as painfully 
old fashioned as it seemed, and hook up with a guy using 
Gaydar. So it wasn't the end of the world and closing the 
cafe just that little bit early he did just that. 

Soon Blake had arranged to meet an Irish boy as a 
substitute for his Welsh boy. Irish boys were his particular 
fave as they were always very pretty and invariably great 
fun. In other words they were slags who loved to drink as 
much as Blake did. 

Settling down on the pink banquettes at the back of G-A- 
Y bar Blake was in time for happy hour and ordered four 
pints to see him safely though the next 45 minutes until his 
date, if you could call it that, was due. 

Safe in the knowledge he could flirt randomly, perve 
liberally and would be guaranteed sex that night Blake 
listened happily to the hi-NRG 80s tracks while turning the 
pages of Boyz magazine to see if he, or one of his many 
shags, had been photographed on the scene. 

Disappointed to see he recognised no one he took out a 
celebrity magazine. It was the type of magazine that filled 
its aspirational glossy pages with hundreds of bitchy 
comments and embarrassing pictures of so called pop stars, 
sports people, TV presenters and even politicians so 
rapacious was their need to criticise, complain and demean 
humanity. 


Blake whiled away his time knocking back the beer and 
gleefully amusing himself with the photos of shame and the 
kiss and tell stories, not to mention the shag and sell 
stories. These magazines were the inspiration for his own 
bitchy photo blog, The Rank and The Ridiculous. 

Invigorated and inspired by the vile horribleness of the 
magazine, and a little tight, Blake took his camera from his 
bag and began to stalk the bar looking for a pathetic victim. 

He found a few. 

There was the group of ageing Asians he liked to call 
middle Asians. There was nothing wrong with their attire as 
such. But they were old and wrinkled and that was wrong 
enough. Blake didn't know what happened to gays when 
they got old but he knew that they shouldn't come to G-A-Y 
bar. He assumed they moved up North or to Gran Canaria 
where their leathery skin roasted in the warmth of the day 
before they were spit roasted in the heat of the night. 

There was the occasional young lesbian that resembled 
more a prepubescent boy than a woman. 

These he captured surreptitiously on his camera until he 
came across a particularly sad looking group of individual in 
various shades of Matalan and Asda. They were a rag tag 
bunch of queers and none had made an effort, Peter 
thought, not even the pretty disabled boy who could at least 
have added a pink feather boa or a bit of glitter to his NHS 
wheel chair. 

Without thinking Blake took another picture and then, 
satisfied he had a lovely selection of vile creatures for the 
next few blog posts, he retired to his banquette. 

Soon his Irish shag arrived and after many more pints of 
beer and the occasional vodka shot and alcopop they were 
nicely, violently drunk and Blake found himself pressed 
against the lovely pale skin of the cheeky Irish boy in the 
back of a minicab. 

Flying through the streets of London in a giddy rush the 
taxi driver tutted as Blake's hand dived into the Irish boy's 


slim American Apparel chinos and felt his insistent cock. It 
was already wet with pre-cum and, more wonderful than 
that, was cut. 

Blake couldn't wait to get his mouth around the sweet 
cut cock and rush his tongue over the yards of pale, lithe 
body searching out the boy's nips, his balls and his arse. 


Chapter 8 


‘You're an alcoholic,' Peter shouted at Blake the following 
morning, a Tuesday. 

The Irish boy had already left, leaving a sink of vivid blue 
puke in the upstairs bathroom where Peter had been about 
to wash. 

Outraged at this intrusion on his pre work routine, Peter 
banged on Blake's door and barged in finding Blake naked, 
sprawled on the unkempt bed in the untidy room. 

Porn magazines were strewn across the room. Peter 
wondered why he didn't keep them hidden. Dirty underwear 
and new, unworn clothes still with their shop tags, lay ina 
tangle on the floor. 

Peter trod on a used condom. 

‘Get the fuck up and clean the bathroom by the time | 
come back from my jog,' Peter shouted, livid, 'I suppose | 
should be pleased you're using condoms,’ he added 
sarcastically and stormed out slamming the door. 

A painfully hungover Blake, convinced he was about to 
hurl, stumbled to the bathroom to add more sick to the 
lumpy, stinking mess. 

I'm not an alcoholic, Blake thought as he readied himself 
to be sick again, I'm just a cock-aholic gay man. 

After throwing up he watched his teary bloodshot eyes in 
the mirror until he opened the cabinet and took a necessary 
mix of every pill he found. Then, unable to imagine himself 
grey and tired looking even while asleep, he rapidly applied 
tinted moisturiser and fell back into the wet patch on his 
bed. 


Peter jogged rapidly through Greenwich park. The 
pounding dance remix of a latest pop hit he'd downloaded 


the previous night drove him onwards. 

He sprinted up the hill empowered by the glitter cannon 
synths and persistent, distorted bass. He ran harder and 
faster determined to shift this remaining belly even if it 
killed him. 

Sometimes he thought it very much might kill him. 

But his trainer Adam had ordered him to run every 
morning, he called it interval training - running slowly then 
as fast as possible. But Peter didn't do anything slowly so 
just ran as fast as he could all the time. 

With his iPod blasting the pumping music Peter didn't 
hear the uplifting, eternal birdsong. With his eyes on the 
grey pavement, failing to blank out the pain, Peter missed 
the autumnal splendour that energised the green park with 
every imaginable shade of red, gold and even pink. 

And Peter would have been even more disappointed if 
he'd known he was missing the nice, sensible young man 
that always jogged round the park at this time in the hope 
of catching Peter's eye. But Peter never looked up and Peter 
never looked back. 

Pushed on by another euphoric crescendo of intense 
synths Peter burst into another sprint. But as he did so his 
expensive ‘barefoot sensation' trainers lost grip on a mass 
of sodden leaves and he fell, his legs flailing. 

In a mad panic, afraid he'd been seen, he tried to stand 
but was momentarily too exhausted. A cold northerly wind 
passed over him and a wet leaf blew into his face. He spat it 
away. 

He wasn't sure if he could go on. He wasn't sure if he 
could continue this punishing work out, followed by a hard 
slog at work and then gym with Adam at eight pm. After the 
shock of the fall he noticed a mild pain in his ankle and the 
exhaustion in his chest. But he always did go on. He carried 
on and on. And he wouldn't stop now. 

How could he expect to be attractive to a man with this 
unsightly stomach? he told himself remorsefully. Moreover 


the thought of it sapped at his confidence. If he could just 
shift this last, stubborn layer of fat he'd be happy. He knew 
he would. He'd be attractive to a man and would at last find 
a boyfriend. 

As he was screwing up all his last remaining energy to 
stand he felt a hand on his shoulder. 

‘Can | help you up, mate?’ a roundly attractive young 
man with well shaven head and less well shaven chin asked. 
It was the jogger who had so often watched Peter with a 
persistent interest close to admiration. 

‘Er, no thank you,' Peter said with the hauteur he used 
with strangers to hide embarrassment. He jumped up and 
was about to sprint off despite the pain in his ankle. 

‘Well then, can I get you a beer,' he said a little bashfully, 
‘sometime, you know, one evening. Not now,’ he said 
speaking rapidly and then smiled prettily. He had a mild 
south London accent but was not exactly what you would 
call a bit of rough. Still, in cheap jogging outfit he might not 
have been a stranger to the council estate. 

‘Can you call my PA?' Peter said surprised beyond 
measure. 

Was this portly young man, a little working class, really 
talking to him let alone asking him on a date, he wondered. 
Surely there was some mix up? 'I mean, find me on Grindr, 
or something.' Peter looked the man up and down and made 
a poor show of jogging on the spot. 

‘I'm free tonight. Any good?' the shaven headed man 
asked. He had an odour of cheap teenage shower gel and 
his joggers reeked of fabric conditioner. But his smile, more 
a grin, was unaccountably cheeky and appealing. 

‘Can't tonight. Send me a message on Grindr,' Peter said, 
unwilling to miss a gym session, began to jog off. He felt 
sure the guy would not have caught what he'd said. 

‘What's your name,' the man shouted out roughly as 
Peter hastily made off. 


Unwilling and unable by cause of breeding to raise his 
voice in public, or even in private, Peter waved back half 
heartedly and continued. 

Feeling the man watching him Peter made a passable 
attempt at a jog as far as the park perimeter. 

At the gate he paused and glanced back at the spot far 
away across the park where the kind young man had spoken 
to him. The man, he didn't know his name, was nowhere to 
be seen. 

A sad, grey cloud hovered over the hill where they'd met 
and sapped the bright energy the park had been imbued 
with earlier that morning. Embarrassed at the way he had 
automatically given the jogger the cold shoulder Peter felt a 
regret. How could he find a boyfriend before Christmas if 
this was how he treated the rare, brave men that chatted 
him up? 

Feeling a disgrace to all gays, Peter limped through a 
darkening morning to 151 and readied himself for a long, 
gruelling day at the office. 


‘Been in a war?' a big dick swinging colleague from the 
trading floor shouted at Peter as he limped into his office. 

'Heavy session,’ he quipped back and received some 
laughter. 

Peter was alright at office banter. He managed it. He 
didn't know anything about football, he wouldn't stoop that 
low, but at least he could chat back. And he had won 
respect at the bank though his successful trading and, more 
recently, government bail out negotiations in the credit 
crunch. 

He sat in the wide leather chair behind the huge black 
gloss desk in the enormous office. He spun around to face 
the window. Moodily he watched the dark clouds 
manifesting over London. Rain rattled against the floor to 
ceiling window. A sense of the winter to come eked through 
to the morgue like, air conditioned office. 


‘Your friend, Rose, left a message,' Amanda the PA said at 
the doorway in meaning laden tones. She tossed her pretty 
blonde curls over her well cut suit and emerald blouse. 

‘Thank you.' Peter took the memo and immediately 
telephoned to Rose at Interior Motives. 

‘Oh, Peter, sorry | missed you last night,' she said, her 
voice unnaturally high. 

‘Where were you?' he asked. 

'A colleague wanted to talk to me,' Rose said with a 
strangely sentimental notion at the thought of her awkward 
but simple evening with the well meaning Scott. He is such 
a nice boy, Rose thought sadly, but totally inappropriate. 
Not a patch on handsome, glamorous Peter with his well cut 
suits and never ending choice of shoes. Peter accepted 
Rose's vagary without question. 

‘You wanted to speak to me about something,’ Peter said 
quickly but encouragingly. 

There was a hesitation and then, 'It's Miss Tollington,' 
Rose said on the verge of tears. Her stoic, feminine heart 
had held it in but now speaking to her dear Peter it was all 
she could do to keep from crying. Her hands were at her 
cheeks. 

‘What, what's happened, Rose? Please keep calm. 
Whatever it is | can sort it,’ Peter said kindly. 

This was true. He always did sort things for Rose. 

For example Rose's decadently whimsical redecoration of 
151, bankrolled by a stretched Peter, had single-handedly 
kept Interior Motives afloat during the recession. 

‘She's unwell and I've got to order more stock and the 
tap is dripping and, oh, there's a delivery due,’ she said 
quietly getting into a tiz. She had to get out of a tiz but 
didn't know how. 

‘Calm down, Rose,' Peter said authoritatively, 'You know 
you can manage. You always do,' he said in a summing up 
kind of way. 


‘Do I|?' Rose asked uncertainly thinking it possible she did 
muddle through sometimes. 

‘Yes, you know you do. You're a very capable young 
woman,’ he said. 

In his businesslike, authoritative tone he was at his most 
attractive. His slim shirt emphasised his wide, toned 
shoulders. 

‘Am I? | suppose | do have my ways and means,' Rose 
said brightening somewhat. 

'Yes you do. Very lovely ways and utterly gorgeous 
means.' Peter sounded certain of this. He was certain of this. 
He had every confidence in Rose. It was sad she had no 
confidence in herself. 

Encouraged, Rose asked tentatively, 'Will you come and 
help out on Saturday? I, we, could do with your famed 
financial acumen. ' 

‘I'll try but | really ought to be going about getting more 
dates,’ Peter said, 'Love affairs are a full time occupation. ' 

Rose nodded and glanced around the darkened, silent 
Interior Motives. 

There was silence on the line before they said their 
farewells. 

In the office Amanda knocked and entered with a 
message from the Treasury. Something about the bank not 
keeping to its post-bail out loan targets for small business. 

He nodded sharply at Amanda and exhaled noisily 
through his nostrils. 

What can the bank do if small businesses don't want 
loans, Peter thought and wondered how he could politely tell 
the Government to fuck off. It wasn't his bank that had been 
on the verge of collapse, he thought. It was the others. 

All through the negotiations with HMT that autumn he'd 
wondered why they didn't just let the banking system 
collapse. Let Western society disintegrate into chaos and 
disarray. Did people really need these loans, this credit, this 
money? he thought looking to the pavement many tens of 


floors below where tiny, grey people scurried hurriedly in 

the cold rain to shops, stations or stale offices. Wouldn't a 
financial collapse set them free from this grinding, never- 
ending dreary life of nothing? 


At the Wilton's Music Hall in Whitechapel Jose and Beefy, 
both dressed in unmatchable double denim, rushed madly 
around the poorly made catwalk. They were helping with the 
Comme des Garcons show. 

They were meant to be on the design team but, as shop 
boys, they'd found themselves more and more taken over 
by the workmen. This was depressing but it was good to be 
needed for something. 

And the manual labour had a certain, rewarding dignity. It 
was Satisfying to see a creation at the end of a working day 
even if it was a shoddily built catwalk. 

‘That'll never hold,’ Beefy said in the half light of the 
shrouded hall in fashionable east London. A million specks 
of dust floated in the great shafts of light that spilled from 
the noble, rounded windows far above them. 

‘Just bang it in,' Jose said, wishing Beefy would hold him 
and bang it in too. Beefy did as he was told. 

'How are you getting on at 151?' Jose asked 
conversationally, ‘Still think you're gay do they?’ 

'So far so gay,' Beefy said and smirked, ‘Thanks for the 
night at XXL.' 

‘My pleasure. Any time. If you need me I don't mind 
sleeping over. You know, really put on a gay show for them.’ 

To demonstrate he began to grunt and moan theatrically. 
His thick, hairy hand flew to Beefy's pale, noble neck. Jose 
almost came close to dry humping Beefy but the joke was 
too close to a real, serious desire so he held back. 

‘Well maybe, if | get desperate,’ Beefy said seriously 
considering it, 'l'm a bit worried about bringing a girl back. 
What would | say?' 


‘Just say that she's your fag hag,' Jose said as he 
inspected the catwalk, 'Every gay has a fag hag.' 

‘Who's yours?' Beefy asked Jose. 

‘You, of course!’ Jose cried with a cheeky, irresistible 
smirk at his delicious Beefy. 

They rolled in laughter. 

‘Seriously | do have my eye on a girl,’ Beefy said. He 
gazed at the ancient venue's vast, bare hall. 

‘That girl in XXL? Rosa?’ Jose said his voice becoming 
noticeably deeper and more hoarse. He would have loved a 
cigarette. 

Beefy looked interested but then shook his head violently. 

‘Oh, you mean Sibel in HR?' Jose said after a pause. 

'Yes, her. How do you know?’ 

‘I've seen the way you look at her and she you. Her eyes 
say fuck me now.' His voice had a note of distaste. 

‘What do mine say?' 

'Yes, please.’ 

More laughter and a Latin flourish from Jose. Since living 
in London he had become notably less demonstrative but it 
was still a tremendous internal struggle to contain his 
hands, arms and lips when around Beefy. 

‘But what about that Rosa girl you live with,' Jose asked 
again thinking Sibel too modern and harsh for his Beefy. 

‘She's nice. Pretty, yes,' Beefy said musing thoughtfully. 
An image of Rose wearing a thin, flower pattern dress ina 
sunlit Greenwich park in his mind, 'But somehow naive. Too 
girlish. | can't imagine she'd let me do her three times a 
night let alone once.’ 

Jose looked at Beefy with very wide eyes, 'Maybe not but 
sometimes the best love of all is right beneath your eyes, ' 
he said with a whimsical sigh and found he was toying with 
his curly black hair. It was only just starting to thin. 

'Sshh Sibel's coming,' Beefy whispered and the two men 
stopped talking and stood awkwardly as the impossibly tall 
Sibel strutted past them. 


‘Working hard, boys?' she said archly. 
Without waiting for an answer swished her bony body 
behind a velvet curtain. 


Chapter 9 


‘You're late, mate,’ barked Peter's muscular, black trainer 
Adam over a blasting soundtrack of hard house and hi-NRG 
electro. 

Adam was the perfect example of the perfect black male. 
Every line of his body pointed dramatically skyward or 
furiously towards his crotch. His short, curly hair was always 
shiny and lovely. His velvety skin held the most wonderfully 
smooth attraction. It demanded the touch of a hand, the lick 
of a tongue. The pretty, small features suggested a white 
ancestor. 

Adam was the first black man Peter had ever found 
attractive. 

He knew black men were muscular but he'd never looked 
at them twice. If truth were told, and sometimes it must, he 
didn't think he'd have anything in common. Like in the 
laundry, he'd assumed, whites and colours might not mix 
well. They'd be no mutual understanding or similar 
ambitions. 

And while that was possibly still the case with Adam what 
Peter had learned was that being pressed against such a 
hugely hard body was not to be sniffed at. He'd sniffed at 
Adam's deliciously fragranced body enough times with that 
perfect mix of man, muscle and Minotaur by Givenchy to 
know. 

Sometimes Peter wasn't sure if he came for the work out, 
work out if Adam were gay or to watch Adam work it. Either 
way he always came buckets after a session imagining 
Adam's great torso upon him. So he might have erred on the 
side of the man rather than the muscle training. 

With that in mind and so much more Peter began to 
wonder if he might have a boyfriend within hours let alone 


by Christmas. That would really show Blake. How wonderful 
it would be to parade around the scene with a huge, black 
gym trainer. The ultimate troph-gay boyfriend. 

‘It's chest, biceps and triceps today. Oh, and abs of 
course,’ Adam said looking disparagingly at Peter's stomach. 
Peter was set to work on a bruising routine at the pec 

deck. Adam stared at Peter's form tentatively. 

Sometimes his hand thrust forward to support Peter's 
arm, or to perfect his form. This happened so regularly Peter 
sometimes wondered is his technique was so relentlessly 
bad or whether Adam wanted excuses to touch him. 

Peter knew he found more and more excuses to touch 
Adam. 

Once when Peter had shyly thrust Adam's payment into 
his hand he was sure Adam's hand lingered on his arm. Or 
was his lingering touch simply a silent gesture of thanks? 
Adam was always paying Peter compliments about his 
progress. But was that only when Peter was paying Adam for 
his time? 

In his growing desire Peter became confused. His arms 
shook while the loud music pounded in his brain. His mind 
flashed with images of an aroused Adam standing over him, 
his chest rippling, his arms soon around him. 

In a moment he was kissing Adam and turning him on the 
bench. He pulled up his vest, his kiss smothering his huge, 
defined back, his fingers lowering his shorts and diving 
between his buttocks. He cupped those sweet, tight, round 
glutes that seemed ready to explode with muscle. 

‘Oh, arghh,' Peter panted returning to reality as the far 
too heavy weight crashed down on Adam's foot. This has 
appalling. 

‘Oh, God. I'm so clumsy. Sorry, Adam, sorry,' Peter cried 
as he stood and cooed somewhat around his trainer. 

‘Fuck, fuck!’ Adam spat crouching and tending to his foot, 
‘No, it's fine,’ Adam said trying to cover his excruciating 
pain. 


Around them the mix of after work guys and women had 
thinned out to the hard core of gay muscle boys who so 
dominated London's gyms after eight. Family men and nice 
straight guys had disappeared back to the home counties on 
the crammed commuter trains draining away into even 
more crammed commuter towns. 

Peter and Adam were getting concerned looks. 
Recovering somewhat Adam drew Peter to the obscured 
mezzanine to begin the abs work out. 

‘Sorry about that,' Peter said again concernedly looking 
at Adam's symmetrical angular eye brows, his straight nose 
and gorgeous lips. 

Adam seemed bruised and embarrassed. 

How Peter would love to take his large, firm body in his 
hands and comfort him. He could picture his kiss on Adam’s 
head, on his neck, his generous lips. 

‘On your back,' Adam ordered, manfully carrying on with 
the work out, and told him to grab his ankles. 

Knowing what to do Peter flung his legs upwards and 
each time Adam pushed them back. As he did so his fingers 
were like fire around Adam's large, smooth ankles. 

This was a punishing, exhausting work out and soon his 
abs were burning. In excruciating pain Peter writhed on the 
floor. Adam laughed. This was attractive. There was 
something about the mix of pain, the rush of adrenaline and 
the pleasure of endorphins that began to alter Peter's 
inhibitions. A film drew over his eyes and he blinked to clear 
them. 

After ten seconds rest they started again and this time 
Peter kept his eyes open eager to look up Adam's shorts. 

Could he see his boxers? 

Yes, he could. 

Could he see his huge dangling cock? 

Yes, he bloody well could! 

He craned up to see it jerk and swing as Adam pushed 
Peter's legs down. It seemed to have a gorgeous life all of its 


own. Soon Peter felt he was becoming erect. 

Might he soon have a coloured between his cheeks? 
Feeling his penis harden far too rapidly Peter feigned a 
stomach cramp and pulled his legs in, turning to the side. 

‘That's it,’ he panted wishing he'd worn more baggy 
Shorts, 'I can't,’ he huffed and puffed partly for effect. 

‘Come on. You can do better than this, Adam laughed 
and crouched. He put his hand on Peter's shoulder. So 
aroused was he by the close intimacy, so blinded by desire 
Peter put a shaky hand on Adam's knee. It lingered there. 
Drunk on a dangerous mix of endorphins and desire Peter 
tried to draw Adam to him so they might kiss. 

‘What the fuck?' Adam said, confused and pulled away. 
For the second time that day Peter lost balance and fell 
on his face but this time his face was in Adam's crotch. In an 
instant he took in the powerfully absorbing man's scent, the 
silken shorts passed his cheek. He gasped. He felt too weak 

to extricate himself. The sweet shameful proximity to 
Adam's body was reminiscent of teenage years in the boys 
changing room. 

‘What's going on, Peter?’ Adam demanded, still with Peter 
weakly trying to get a grip without gripping on Adam's cock. 

Adam edged back and then managed to pull himself 
clear from Peter. He jumped up. 

‘Sorry, | don't know. I... 1," Peter bleated not looking 
anywhere, ‘I'm not normally like this.’ 

‘No, you're fucking not,’ Adam said angrily and stormed 
off. 

Lying in a Sweaty mess on the floor Peter wondered how 
it had come to this. So desperate for a boyfriend was he 
that he was coming on to perfectly amicable straight men 
he hardly knew, not really, and was turning them against 
him. 

This couldn't go on. He had to find a man and that man 
had to be gay. 


Peter simply had to find a boyf on Grindr and meet real 
gays and not obsess about straight men who hardly knew 
he existed and would have been revolted had they known 
the thoughts racing through his sex starved mind. 

‘Same time next week?' Peter called out weakly knowing 
he'd cocked up everything. 


Chapter 10 


‘I'm sorry | can't come to the shop as promised,' Peter 
told Rose on Saturday morning, 'as Blake's promised to take 
me shopping,' he said with only a hint of regret. 

All four flatmates were in the drawing room drinking the 
tea Rose had made for everyone after breakfast. 

‘Body shopping. We'll make you fuckable again,’ Blake 
said in an excited, pleased tone, 'You're the cute side of 
smart at the moment. We need to make you the hot side of 
cute, like Beefy here,' Blake said and turned to Beefy who 
had been malingering on the chaise longue gazing at the 
stormy morning. The sudden descent of a cooling front was 
disturbing. The bright, promising autumn was deteriorating 
into a melancholy winter. 

‘Are you coming, Beef?' Blake asked. 

‘Er, love to but, er, | have a date,’ he said, flustered, and 
immediately regretted it. 

‘A date! How wonderful! Who /s the brute?’ Blake asked 
the brightly dressed Beef who wore the latest carrot top 
jeans and strangely cut white T-shirt. All, of course, from 
Comme Des Garcons. 

‘Oh, just someone from work,' he said and rapidly sipped 
at his large Cath Kidson cup with the whimsically cosy fifties 
flower pattern, 'You know there are a lot of gays there,' he 
said and went on in unnecessary detail about the general 
gayness of his colleagues. 

‘Anyone we might like?' Peter asked. 

‘Er, other than that Jose you met at XXL, not really?’ 
Beefy replied tentatively. He looked away wondering how to 
divert Blake's attention. 

‘I've had enough of Latino hos,' Blake announced, 'I'm 
doing only British nations this week. | might stretch to an 


Antipodean if one is willing stretch for me,' he said and 
winked. 

Peter seemed to find this very amusing. 

‘Come on; lets splash some cash,' Peter declared looking 
forward to the promised make over by Blake. If he was to 
attract a gay he needed to look like a gay. 

‘At last the magic word; cash!' Blake squealed and began 
a little dance that ended as soon as it began, 'with my looks 
and your money,' he said in a state of high excitement, 'and 
a fistful of mood stabilisers we can take the gay scene! The 
new A-set,' he went on getting into quite a tiz, 'A for anal, 
that is!' 

The two friends flew through the door and, rather than 
take the train that would have taken mere moments to 
reach London, they chose to hail a cab which took twice as 
long. 

The boisterous, upbeat atmosphere of the drawing room 
at 151 collapsed into a strangely awkward intimacy. 

Rose quizzically glanced at Beefy reclining so manfully on 
the chaise longue, if such a thing was possible which, til 
now, she didn't think it was. 

Beefy smiled back and admired Rose's flower pattern 
party dress and white gloves. 

In the diffuse, dull light she was a perfect, dream like 
vision of all that was good and wholesome in a young 
woman, he thought. And compared rather favourably to 
Sibel who was more often seen under stark electric light, 
usually neon. He couldn't imagine Sibel in a kitchen. 

But Sibel would let Beefy kiss her and fuck her and that 
was another vision of a young woman he rather liked too. 

‘Could you give me a hand at the shop sometime,' Rose 
said wishing Peter would be a little more attentive, ‘Teach 
me some tricks of the big boys. Big retail boys, | mean.’ 

‘I'd love to. Perhaps | could pop in now before my date. 
Give you the once over,' Beefy said with his special grin. 


Rose smiled at what she thought was familiar, gay 
innuendo. She picked up her bejewelled clutch and readied 
herself for a day at Interior Motives wondering whether a 
customer would ever appear again. 


'We'll start at the bottom and work up,' Blake said 
emerging from the intimate silence of the taxi to the hectic 
scrum of tourists and dogged London shoppers on Oxford 
Street, 'which is the opposite of what you should do in bed,’ 
he added brightly to anyone who would listen and received 
a fair few admiring looks from passing trade. The sudden 
rush of crowds, passing handsome faces and limitless things 
to buy was so intoxicating it was almost overwhelming, 

Finding themselves on the wrong side of the street they 
waited until the Shibuya style street crossing turned green 
allowing the great maddening rush of eager, some 
desperate, shoppers storm across the cross roads in any 
which way they fancied. 

‘Glamour is order of the gay,' Blake called out as they 
entered into the brash neon enormity of TopMan. 

‘To get a gay you've got to look like a gay,' Blake shouted 
over the intensity of the frantic music and excited 
teenyboppers, ‘And this is the perfect place to dress like a 
gay,' he informed Peter who looked doubtful as they were 
swished up the escalator taking them from the cavernous 
ground floor with its brightly cheap accessories and 
accessible fast fashions. 

‘I'm used to Patricia at John Lewis,' Peter said referring to 
the personal shopper both he and his Mother used, 'she 
knows what suits the City.' 

‘Fuck the City,’ Blake laughed as Peter jumped wishing 
he'd keep his voice down a little, ‘And you will be able to 
fuck half the City when I've finished with you,' he added 
confidentially, 'the other half aren't worth fucking... I've 
tried,‘ he chatted away flinging T-shirts, drop crotch jeans 
and roll-up chinos over his arm. 


After spying some very cute Latinos in even cuter outfits 
the thrill of the shop began to take over Peter too. So many 
wonderful and wonderfully cheap items were spread in front 
of him, row after rack after tremendous display of the most 
fashionable, the most desirable clothes stretched around 
him as far as he could see. 

For a moment even Peter saw the attraction of being 
young and gay and single. 

Perhaps he could give up the demanding job in the City 
and spend his days shopping at cheap, fun places like this 
filled with men from all over the world. He watched a group 
of slick Italian men, saw some Chinese gays and then a 
pretty Latino with a black guy. 

Globalisation has its advantages, he thought as he picked 
up a fashionable shirt and felt it doubtfully, and gays seem 
to have accumulated most of them. 

‘Stop fingering the goods,' Blake ordered, 'That T-shirt is 
salmon and you know | hate fish tones,' he snapped and 
marched to the changing rooms which were excessive in 
their expanse and number. 

Nevertheless there was still a queue of beautiful boys 
from every nation. After a few moments in the queue, and a 
few boys added to his to do list, Blake whisked Peter to a 
changing room. 

‘You don't need to be shy with me, dear,' Blake declared 
as he tore off Peter's trousers, ‘Once I've finished with you 
I'll have eye balled every inch of your increasingly muscular 
body, not to mention your balls,’ he said pretending not to 
notice Peter's little belly, 'Here, try this,' Blake ordered at 
the start of a good hour of a great trying on of many outfits, 
looks and demeanours. 

The music bellowed from the speakers and for a moment 
Peter felt as if in a music cutaway from an eighties teen film. 
The scent of cheap cotton and plastic added to the 
drenched, technicolour atmosphere. 


‘I'm not convinced by this,' Peter said eyeing a punkish T- 
shirt Blake had paired with burgundy turn up chinos. 

‘Trust me,' Blake replied with an intimate smile, ‘I'm your 
fairy gaymother,' he said and indicated towards the mirror, 
‘look how hot | am! I'm having trouble not tearing my own 
clothes off. When I'm finished with you you'll be opened up 
like Christmas every night! I'm taking the pig out of 
Pygmalion,' he said with a knowing smile and snapped up all 
manner of tight fitting, alluring items for Peter to buy. 

And not all for Peter. 

Blake wanted a cut of the action too. Peter could afford it, 
after all. 

Next they raced to the gentleman's floor of Liberty's of 
London where Blake yielded Peter to a very attentive young 
salesman. But only after Blake had been very clear in 
precise tones exactly what look Blake was aiming for on 
Peter. The salesman didn't seem sure. He even appeared 
amused which Blake put down to his uninhibited use of gay 
jargon. 

Nevertheless so confident in the personal service of 
Liberty's was he that Blake retreated to the champagne bar 
for almost an hour until Peter arrived with a good many of 
the Liberty bags that spoke of a venerable, respectable 
luxury. 

Surrounded by tens of bags and in the deep, rare allure 
of his surroundings Peter felt a happiness he hadn't for a 
while. He'd spent so many Saturdays working he'd lost sight 
of why he worked and what life as a gay man was all about. 

Clearly it was about shopping and fucking. 

And if years of working out and now dressing fashionably, 
if not well, couldn't get you a shag what could? 

‘Quite, doll,’ Blake agreed ordering another bottle of 
something pink and sparkling, 'Now to work on your visage 
and posing.’ 

‘What's wrong with my visage?’ 


‘Nothing at all. It's quite a nice visage... as far as it goes. 
But it hasn't gone far enough,' he snapped, 'I want to pluck 
a bit here and there, especially around your ears,' Blake said 
loudly as Peter immediately flushed and held his hands to 
his face, 'and we've simply got to get your hair done,' he 
added throwing a careless hand across Peter's head, 'This 
bog standard executive brush back is so eighties and not in 
a good way.' 

Next on the list was the Soho hairdressers Blake 
frequented when he had the cash which was rarely. 

Once the two friends had polished off a second bottle 
they were rather tight to say the least and hopped in 
another taxi to Ohnay the hairdressers. Ohnay was the best 
crimper this side of Brewer Street which, while not far still 
spoke volumes. 

Ohnay set to work across both their heads. 

While there Blake saw no reason not to have a trim too. It 
was so uplifting and gave a gay such confidence to have a 
new do. He felt much more fuckable after a haircut by 
Ohnay. In part because Ohnay was rather fuckable himself 
with huge tattooed arms and Ohnay would insist on looking 
at him in the mirror with those middle eastern smouldering 
eyes. 

Blake too was a fan of the kind of globalisation that 
means something nice and international is available at 
every moment of every day on the pulsating streets of 
‘melting hot' London. Blake had shagged more men from 
more countries than he knew existed and all via the sleek 
comfort of his iPhone. 

Sitting next to each other facing the huge mirrors the two 
friends found themselves ensconced in the highest, the 
most pared back and modern luxury imaginable. 

The exhilarating sounds of Gaydar Radio throbbed 
relentlessly. 

The scent of hair product filled the air and fuelled the 
men. 


With the help of Ohnay who took both a natural and a 
professional interest in his young clients, Blake harangued 
Peter on pose and expression. 

‘To get a man you've got to look dum and full of cum, 
haven't you, Ohnay,' Blake said happily, 'Haven't you, 
Ohnay,' he said fiercely again. 

Ohnay happily agreed. 

'No!' Blake screamed when he saw Peter's attempt at 
said look, 'not on the verge of tears! Look like you want to 
fuck me. Or Ohnay. No, not like you want to hit me, though 
that might work on Ohnay, | couldn't say I'm sure.' He 
couldn't say but he had an inkling that the sweetly muscular 
middle eastern liked a good slapping around. So many did, 
he'd heard. 

Now crimped and ready Blake drew Peter to a side room 
with huge mirrors where, to tinny music snapping from his 
iPhone speakers, Blake worked on Peter's poses. 

‘Stick your chest out, will you,’ Blake ordered as he added 
even more hair product - to Blake hair product was a way of 
life, ‘Throw your shoulders back!' he screamed. 

Peter did as he was told watching his fantastically 
designed frivolity of a hair cut. The sides were short as was 
the back, to an extreme, while the top was pumped and 
straightened and thrust up in an impossible quiff. Blake's 
blonde hair was identical. 

Between them they had most men's tastes covered. 
Blake was the high fashion bitch with an eye for the men 
while Peter was the trendy rich bloke with a penny for boys. 

‘Now thrust your arse out if that's more your cup of tea. 
Is it?' Blake asked. 

No answer other than an arse dutifully thrust out. 

‘Very good,' Blake said, encouraged, 'Now smile. No! 
Don't grimace. Good. Try a moody smoulder. Hmmm not 
brilliant but not a disaster either. | think you're ready. ' 

‘What for?' Peter asked, still admiring his new hair and 
clothes. 


‘Ohnay has requested a private showing, you lucky 
thing,’ Blake said pleased at having arranged this gay rite of 
passage for Peter's passage. 

Blake would have given anything for a fuck from Ohnay. 
He'd love to have those bulging arms around him as Ohnay 
thrust his huge, exotic cock into him. But generously he'd 
encouraged Ohnay's interest in Peter. 

If Ohnay preferred these quiet, sappish men then so be 
it. And Blake had a notion Ohnay might give him a mercy 
fuck later by way of thanks. Blake wasn't above being a 
Sloppy seconds if he could be beneath Ohnay's sloppy cock 
for a second or two. Indeed, Blake was more like Peter's 
pimp than anything at that moment. 

‘I'm not sure,' Peter said nervously as Ohnay appeared 
smiling at the door, 'This will Surprise you but I've not been 
with many men,' Peter gulped. 

‘Yes, I'm surprised that you've been with a man at all. 
Now, listen, doll, I've one word for you: enjoy!' Blake 
whispered, smiled and with the air of a Mother sending her 
grown up girl out into the real world pushed him towards 
Ohnay. 

Ohnay folded his dark arms showing his huge biceps and 
even larger triceps off to their best, their very best. Blake 
Slipped away to the back room where he knew the alcohol 
was kept. 

Having spent years at the gym Peter was understandably 
very impressed by Ohnay's muscular show. He was clearly 
an over the top top. 

And soon he was impressed by the size of Ohany's cock 
when it was impressed on his buttocks in the salon's 
treatment room. 

The treatment afforded Peter by Ohnay, the generous 
professional at the height of his powers, was not on the 
advertised price list. If it were men would queue for hours 
round the block for a moment of its exquisite joy. 


Meanwhile Rose spent a happy and productive morning 
with Beefy. 

Dressed for his lunchtime date he looked smarter than 
Rose had seen him. His lovely shirt, this not from Comme de 
Garcons as Sibel was too familiar with the range to be 
impressed, but from Paul Smith was a fantastically pale but 
enigmatic pink. It showed his fairest of English skin in the 
best light. And his lightly perfumed neck was almost a thing 
of rare beauty to her. She admired the way his neck thrust 
robustly into his shapely shaven head climaxing in an 
precipitous quiff. 

Rose could imagine passing her hand over the back of his 
head. The sensation that short bristly hair might give her 
became an impossible treat to her. 

Beefy was surprisingly good with the books and was 
impressed with Rose's neat accounts and even neater 
handwriting. 

‘Lovely place you've got here, Rose,' he said in the 
bright, invigorating light of the October Saturday morning. 

He rather liked the intricate array of furniture, vintage 
clothes and appealing knick-knacks in the shop. In 
comparison with the latest fashions and white and greys of 
Comme De Garcons it seemed more a museum than a shop. 

‘It's Miss Tollington's really but, | suppose | have made 
my impression on it,' she said demurely. 

‘And at least you're not rushed off your feet while Miss 
Tollington is unwell,’ Beefy said in his dear, kind manner. 
Rose noticed a lock of hair from his quiff fall across his 
manful brow. 

‘October is a quiet month in furnishing,’ she said 
enigmatically as if other months were busy. She turned and 
made the tea. 

From behind the black gloss counter she glanced back at 
Beefy diligently working. He seemed slightly at odds with 
the faded grandeur of Interior Motives with its 'antiqued' 
wardrobes and whimsical dressing tables covered in thirties 


crystal perfume bottles and precious post war lipstick 
holders. 

And his seeming odd sitting there so quietly had a deep, 
pervasive impact on Rose. 

She had a notion, a sensation, if that, of the permanence 
of a long forgotten dream. A dream that might be pushed 
from the mind but would always return at odd, unexpected 
times. It was almost unnerving. 

Rose noticed herself in a mirror and felt she didn't look 
quite right. Her hair could do with a treatment and she 
wasn't sure she still liked her lemon cardie. Had Beefy seen 
her in it before? she wondered. Thinking she must be thirsty 
she poured out two strong cups of tea. 

What she didn't notice was Beefy, with a natural intrigue, 
open the lined and perfumed drawers of the dressing table 
to find an array of polaroid pictures of Rose in vintage outfits 
so intricate and pale they were difficult to decipher. With a 
surprised delight he bent over the table and perused the 
feminine, flowing collection heavy with an air of lost ladylike 
allure. They appeared to be Miss Tollington's attempt at 
marketing, perhaps they were intended for a flyer or 
pamphlet espousing the attractions of Interior Motives. With 
what could only be called a friendly interest tinged with a 
growing respect he slipped one glittering photo into his 
leather manbag. 

The tinkling of a little bell indicated a customer. 

Rose, professional to a perfection, chirped a sweet ‘hello’ 
and waited a few seconds before she glanced to see who it 
might be. She wished very much it might be one of those 
rude but rich banker's wives who, til recently, seemed to 
have nothing better to do than pour over her catalogues 
and bark at her to hurry the suppliers up. But it wasn't. 

With unusually mixed emotions she welcomed Scott. 

‘Allo, Rose, ‘fought’ you'd wanna know the butchers next 
to me shop got some pork loins goin' 'alf price,’ he said 
bounding in and then noticed a man at the weird old 


dressing table, 'Oh,' he said, his eager, proud air collapsing 
in an embarrassment. 

Not sure whether she wanted to know that or not, she 
said, ‘That's nice,’ and became thoughtful and silent. She 
wanted to add that Peter does all the shopping online but 
wasn't sure how to begin. 

‘D'ya still want me to move them boxes?' he added 
eyeing Beefy suspiciously and then decided to be matey as 
was his wont. 'Scott,' he said plainly, 'Nice to meet ya. She 
got you doin' the books?' he asked. 

'No, | offered,’ Beefy said austerely and looked Scott up 
and down. 

He didn't like what he saw. He knew a chancer when he 
Saw one. He obviously wanted to get into Rose's antique 
couture knickers. 

‘Yeah, 'n' | offered to move them boxes so | better do it 
before me boss wonders where l'm at, /nnit,' he added with 
a strong aura of being an injured party. If he'd owned a cloth 
cap he'd have fingered it defiantly. 

‘Thank you so much,' Rose smiled amused that Scott 
might think Beefy a rival. 

Rose was a shy, naive slip of a girl but she was not so 
naive as to miss an awkward atmosphere. Laughing to 
herself she showed Scott the boxes which he moodily set 
about. Before she returned to the shop floor she told him 
she'd look in at the butchers to which Scot said she could do 
what she liked. This seemed a bit off but it wasn't incorrect 
so she didn't respond. 

Back in the bright light of the vanilla fragranced shop 
Rose said happily to Beefy, 'He thinks you're a rival,' she 
laughed in the lightest, most appealing and natural tones, 
‘how silly men can be!’ she trilled and arranged her bold 
white jewellery. 

Yes, how fucking silly men can be, Beefy thought glumly 
and said he'd better be off for his date. 


Chapter 11 


‘You're not going out are you?’ Rose asked Peter 
plaintively that Saturday evening, ‘You've only just got in,’ 
she said and put down the Merchant Ivory DVD she'd 
selected from their complete collection. 

She gazed at Peter with some surprise. It wasn't that he 
didn't look handsome, he always did, but he looked about 
five years younger which practically made him a teenager. 
No doubt she'd get used to it. But would his colleagues? And 
why did he look like Blake's twin? 

As fun and amusing as Blake was he had some traits she 
wouldn't want Peter to copy. Such as relentlessly sleeping 
around, stumbling from crisis to crisis and hurtling from one 
artificial high to another. 

‘We're very much out already, doll,' Blake said happily 
and swished shut the huge ivory curtains over the enormous 
bow window. He was sure he'd seen that dirty perv from the 
pub lingering in the bushes of the park. 

‘Get your finger out of that well thumbed Penguin Classic, 
will you, Rose, and make us a drink. Pink gin, thanks,’ Blake 
Snapped, 'You could do with one too,' he snarled seriously 
considering whether to start putting prozac in her tea. 
Standing there so prim and, worse, sober, there was a 
vague danger Rose might make him feel guilty for being 
drunk again. 

Ordinarily on a Saturday night Rose wouldn't have 
minded mixing a pink gin but she thought Blake rather tight 
already. She looked at Peter appealingly. 

‘Don't talk to Rose like that, Blake,’ Peter said quietly 
from the sofa. 

‘Well, she's standing there like a cock wouldn't shoot in 
her mouth,' Blake said and slumped down close to Peter, 


‘She's terribly gauche that girl,’ he said addressing Peter 
intimately, 'Like you before | worked my magic. | think she's 
had too much of an influence over you.' Blake waited for the 
result of his nasty little outburst. 

Rose shook her head and marched to the kitchen. 

Peter rushed out to apologise, 'Sorry Rose,' Peter said 
trying to take her hand. 'Blake's a bit excitable, you know, 
and er... drunk. ' 

Rose was about to say something sweet when they were 
startled by a piercing scream. Blake rushed in waving an 
iPhone. 

‘Peter, Peter, doll,’ Blake panted hopping around, 'I took 
the liberty of updating your Grindr profile with your new 
image and there's at least ten guys who want a piece of 
you. And not all of them are foreign. They all want to know if 
you'll top them. ' 

‘Oh!' Peter said in a state of high excitement, forgetting 
Rose and grabbed at the phone. 

Blake held it back, ran back to the drawing room 
screaming, ‘I'll tell them you're a hungry bottom that wants 
to be fed!' and a ridiculous teenage play fight began in the 
very adult, elegant room. 

Well formed arms, moisturised hands and the occasional 
glitter star went flying as the boys wrestled. 

Rose now at the living room door, appalled, stormed out 
again. Sensing that her storming out was losing impact she 
stormed to her room and softly closed the door. 

In the deco luxury of the drawing room the fight died 
down as soon as Rose left and the boys lolled exhausted 
and sweaty from drink on the white carpet. 

‘I'm sure Rose is right,’ Peter said with his head on the 
September issue of Vogue. The bright, specific gloss smell 
made him almost not want to say what he did next, 'Perhaps 
we don't need to drink so much. Perhaps we could stay in 
tonight.’ 


‘Stay in?' screamed Blake askance. He threw a sparkly 
cushion at Peter's head, 'Don't be a bore whore. It's 
Saturday night, we're gay, we're young. Surely that's reason 
enough to go out,' he yelled and stood up, 'I want my slice 
of glitter cannon excitement and balloon drop highs. And | 
want them now!' he stamped his foot and reached for the 
pink gin. 

‘But do we have to drink so much? I've got to watch my 
weight. | don't want a big arse to match my belly.’ 

‘Fuck your arse!' Blake barked, 'You've such a middle 
class attitude to drink. Drinking's when the magic starts. 
You've got to learn to enjoy the hype of the now!’ 

‘What about my liver,’ Peter asked hesitantly. 

‘Bad things don't happen to good gays. How many gays 
do you know with cirrhosis of the liver?’ 

Peter who knew of none, possibly because he knew so 
few gay men, nodded and took an overflowing tumbler from 
Blake who turned on Peter's Mac Airbook and ignited the 
Gaydar radio stream. 

The swirling, exhilarating music throbbed relentlessly 
through the thin walls of the art deco mansion as the boys 
danced and sang along to the hyped up remixes of well 
known hits. 

151 Park Approach was not unfamiliar to such parties. 
Over the decades similar gay parties, fancy dress parties, 
murder parties and sherry parties had mildly vibrated or 
exuberantly exploded for each contemporary instalment of 
decadent, fickle owners. 

Only in the depths of a world war had the drawing room 
parties momentarily paused in their sparkling excitement. 
But soon even the war time parties had shone with a special 
preciousness wrapped up with the beauty of life itself. 


Upstairs on her bed Rose put down the Penguin Classic 
unable to savour the period scenes with the rudely modern 
bass thumping through to her room. 


She turned over on the bed and wondered what a lonely 
girl does when her gay best friend becomes a scene queen 
and abandons her. She was sure most girls would call dear 
women friends and dash into the evening a streak of 
sequins to laugh exuberantly over a bottle of wine or three. 

But when she heard the boys leave without saying 
goodbye, at that very moment, Rose was convinced she had 
no girl friends (other than Peter and Blake) and perhaps no 
real friends at all in the world. 

Then her mind turned to Beefy and Scott. Of course 
Beefy was on a date in Shoreditch. 

All alone in the house and feeling restless Rose wandered 
from her bedroom feeling far too much like a distressed 
gentlewoman unable to help herself and with no one to turn 
to. 

She paused outside Beefy's room. Not knowing if she 
dare enter she was not surprised when she did. 

Her heart racing she glanced around the matte grey 
room. It was tidy and respectable. She noticed a pile of 
books but was too afraid to turn on the light and see what 
they were. Instead, kneeling down she reached for a 
crumpled T-shirt on the floor and held it to her face. The 
scent was wonderfully reminiscent. 

In an instant her lips were at Beefy's neck and his hands 
were at her face. 

Why did she feel such a particular pain? She threw the T- 
shirt down and picked up the huge headphones he used to 
listen to music. She placed them on herself and began to 
Sway as she imagined a modern, confident girl might in a 
bare Shoreditch club. 'Oh! take me to Shoreditch’ she 
whispered, felt silly and abruptly returned to her room. 

Unable to clear her mind of Beefy she had to try to 
consider Scott. Possibly he was out in Greenwich with a shop 
girl. To find him she could attempt to 'pump into him' by 
wandering through the high street in her Grandmother's fur 


peering into the pubs and bars but of course she would 
seem ridiculous. 

Instead, perhaps she ought to text Scott. Yes, even she 
might be able to muster up enough confidence to manage 
that. 

Sometimes even non gays, non gays like Rose, need 
company on a Saturday night. 


‘Here! Stop here, driver,' Blake barked at the taxi driver 
and jumped out onto Shaftsbury Avenue leaving Peter to 
pay. He marched towards Rupert Street bar leaving Peter in 
his newly purchased fashions to catch up. 

‘I've got you fucked once today,' Blake said nicely to 
Peter, 'now you should return the honour,' he suggested as 
the two friend bulldoged their way into Rupert Street bar, 
‘And it /s an honour,' he whispered loudly. 

Peter looked alarmed. Finding himself crushed amongst 
hundreds of aspirational gay men with little possibility of 
reaching the bar he fe/t alarmed. 

‘| don't mean you and me, dear,' Blake said touching 
Peter's arm, 'I mean we'll use you as the bait and lure some 
boys in.’ 

‘Use meas the bait?' he said with an unusual frown cross 
his handsome face, 'Surely you're more the gay type.’ 

Blake nodded agreement. 

‘But you can splash the cash. If gay men like something 
almost as much as cock it's cash. And a cock with cash is 
the pinnacle of gay success,' he said complacently. 

Realising they weren't ever going to get served in the 
aspirational brashness of Rupert Street bar they stormed, 
tripped, fell and wandered to The Duke of Wellington. 

Along the way they took in the excitement of Soho which 
represented to them the peak of all that is wonderful and 
gay. In the sparkling allure of the brightened evening they 
passed gay clothes shops, gay coffee shops and a gay 
knocking shop. In the electric night Soho had a magical 


queer excitement that imbued every building, every man 
and every glance with an air of drama and decadence. 

A night of unlimited possibility and uninhibited men lay 
ahead of them. 

‘What about that one?' Blake said pointing to a cutely fun 
chubby guy in a rugby top after they'd been served in the 
Duke of Wellington, a traditional boozer with a very queer 
twist. 

'He looks like a common slag,' Peter said dismissive. He 
didn't think rugby wear suitable attire for an adult to wear 
on the London scene. 

'He's perfect for you, then,’ Blake said, ‘But if you insist 
on being picky you'll have to pick one from Grindr,' he said 
grabbing Peter's iPhone from him, ‘You're new to the scene 
and new meat has a special importance, a value on the gay 
scene. And | want to milk you for all your worth.’ 

Peter gulped. 

‘In the nicest possible way of course,' Blake added with a 
smile and a sip on the strong Belgian beer. 

‘Do you like this ginger cat?' Blake asked pointing out a 
nice looking man on Grindr. 

‘'dmmm I don't mind,' Peter said half heartedly and 
looked away. 

‘You don't want a red in your bed?' Blake asked keeping 
his eye and finger on the iPhone, 'I agree. Gingers are 
deviants in life and in the bed. They have to be to get a 
shag!' he said sarcastically. 

'I find your casual ginger phobia appalling!’ Peter scoffed 
quite seriously. 

‘Oh there's nothing casual about it, | can assure you,’ 
Blake replied and took a deep draught of beer which he'd 
selected to look manly, 'Ooooh this one's hot,' Blake 
declared finding a cute young guy with an impressive, well 
groomed beard on Grindr, 'And judging by the distance he 
must be in here.’ 

The two men looked around for him. 


‘I've cocked him at queer o'clock,' Blake said pointing the 
bearded guy out, 'And he's with friends. Perfect. Two each,' 
Blake declared and began tapping out a message. 

‘I'm a top u must b my bottom' he typed as a nervous 
looking Peter watched. He was pushed from behind by a 
boisterous group of bears. 

‘Blake, I'm not sure. I think they're too good for us, | 
mean me,' Peter gabbled as his nerves rose. He gulped at 
his beer. 

‘You're as good as the man you feel, Peter,' Blake said 
authoritatively, 'I hate to say this but you're not bad on the 
looks side and, it goes without saying, you've got a lot of 
money.’ 

Blake indicated no further debate would be allowed by a 
severe expression and a suggestion to quickly get a chaser 
if Peter felt nervous. Peter did feel nervous and so ordered 
two chasers each. 

By the time Peter had returned from the bar the bearded 
guy was Clearly looking out for him. As Peter met his eyes 
the sexual thrill was like an electric bolt. Nevertheless he 
had to look down feeling a pathetic fool. There was clearly 
no way Peter could ever pull without the aid of Blake and 
Grindr. 

'Yes please,’ was the message sent as an answer via 
Grindr. 

Not one to hesitate when given the come on by a 
delicious young man, Blake pulled Peter over to the men 
and soon the group of gays was laughing and chatting in an 
exuberant manner. 

Peter was exhilarated by how easy it was to meet men 
nowadays. So different to the appalling embarrassment and 
eternal sense of longing and likely disappointment he'd felt 
as a teenager. 

He'd no idea being gay could be so easy. 

After Blake had paid for two rounds using Peter's money 
the young group spilled onto Old Compton Street. They 


marched en masse through the crowds of gay men of all 
sorts swarming through Soho, spilling from bars or sitting on 
street corners. Blake corralled the group of gays as he made 
jokes about the men they passed. 

‘That one seems butch on the street but he's a bitch in 
bed,' Blake prattled, 'he's a man whore, that one's a cum 
guzzler if you like and | certainly do,' he laughed manically. 

‘Blake loves to keep on top of all the men,' Peter said to 
the bearded boy. 

They continued past numerous bars thronged with men 
blasting out the hardest house or the sweetest 80s pop. 

‘So do l,' the bearded boy said and glanced cheekily at 
Peter. Peter immediately flushed feeling terribly naive and 
was rewarded for his genuine cuteness by a hand on his 
arm. It rested on his triceps. 

‘Oooh someone's been working out,' the beard said in his 
middle class tones. 

‘Yes, me!' Peter laughed, aroused and flattered beyond 
measure, and patted the bearded man on the arm 
affectionately. It was very unlike Peter to be so forward but 
he was rather aroused and very drunk. 

The orange lights of the ever present road works painted 
the street in a vibrant glow and seemed to flash in time with 
the heady electro music spilling from each bar. 

The group descended into the sugar sweet decadence of 
G-A-Y Late. A private members bar where the punters like to 
show you their private members. 

Moving swiftly from bar to dance floor past banquettes of 
pretty gays decked out in the latest from TopMan, H&M and 
Dior the group began to dance enthusiastically to an 80s 
Kylie track followed by Rick Astley, Mel and Kim, Strawberry 
Switchblade and all very best from that most hi-NRG and 
gayest of musical eras. 

Peter danced close to his bearded boy sometimes 
touching his arm, holding him by the waist or making 


fleetingly bashful eye contact. His eyes were the rarest pale 
blue. 

‘What's your name,' Peter asked the beard. 

‘Peter,’ the beard replied. 

Peter laughed, pleased. He'd been prepared to meet a 
man with the same name. It pleased him in a rare 
narcissistic way. 

As a Five Star song began Peter felt confident, drunk and 
gay enough to kiss the Peter with the beard. To his surprise 
and delight Peter with the beard kissed him back. 

There on that most brilliant, most youthful and exuberant 
of gay dance floors Peter was filled with a tingling, 
awakening notion that life was wonderful and happiness 
might just be possible. 

That Saturday night, a real gay Saturday night, the 
loneliness of his past and the punishing hours of the bank 
were a world away. 

It was madly exciting to anticipate the ripping off of 
clothes, fumbling with belts, the sounds of underwear 
elastic snapping, balls flapping against legs, the musty 
scent of man. An evening of heavy drinking was worth this 
excitement, surely. 


To Rose's delight Scott texted back but to her horror he 
was unable to meet her for reason unexplained. 

Unwilling to lie in her lonely bed she stood at her window 
overlooking the silent, empty park and thought of Peter. She 
wondered whether he'd met a nice young man he might call 
his own. 

This was too awful to contemplate. 

In the distance a piercing scream made her shudder and 
feel afraid. The sound of an injured, fleeing animal in the 
park frightened her. 

Unnerved, Rose went to bed trying very hard not to think 
of Peter. Why did she spoil life, obliterate her future by 
thinking always of her past with Peter? The past no longer 


made her happy, she thought as she turned off the light and 
waited for sleep to come. Peter wasn't here for her now. Was 
he ever? Had her favourite things really ever existed? All 
this wasted time fawning over Peter her life had been a 
strange mix of dreams and impossible reality. 


Meanwhile Beefy had already made it back to Sibel's 
sleek Shoreditch flat. All it took was a quick Indian on Brick 
Lane, a cocktail in the latest pop up bar in Dalston and he 
had popped up in Sibel's flat. 

It was an astounding example of the astounding 
Shoreditch lifestyle so often expounded by the media but so 
rarely lived by anyone at all. 

From what Beefy understood most young Shoreditchers 
huddled together living three or four to a two bedroom 
council flat with broken windows and very little hot water. 

That was unless Daddy had bought them a recently 
converted warehouse or strangely square flat in one of the 
many colourful blocks that had sprouted along the new 
Overland East London Line with concierge, roof garden and 
room for a bike. 

And of course all with obligatory fabulous City view. Such 
City views had won many a Shoreditch Daddy's girl a man's 
hand in marriage, a Mercedes S class or a trip to Ibiza for 
the weekend. 

Sibel was clearly in the later camp of Daddy's girls and 
this was most wonderful to Beefy who, as we know, was 
keen on a comfortable, refined living he couldn't afford 
himself. 

He looked at the artfully exposed brickwork, the huge 
windows with partial view of the Gherkin and the integrated 
kitchen and living space. The twinkling fairytale skyline was 
fantastically Londonist with a heady intermingle of squalid 
Victorian terraces swamped by enormous blocks of new flats 
in all sorts of vibrant colours and unexpected shapes. 


‘Stop gawping at the view! I've got something worth 
gawping at,' Sibel scowled. She was kneeling on the sofa 
with her stripe T-shirt thrown off and bra turned around to 
show her pointed but weighty breasts. 

Beefy did as he told and threw himself at Sibel who 
managed to force a smile. 

His lips caressed her soft, creamy skin still with hint of 
winter Miami sun, his hands plunged into her ruched flower 
pattern skirt. He was in an ecstasy of excitement, desire and 
youth. So why was did his mind keep turning to Rose 
wondering what she was doing? Did she think of him with 
any emotion or simply as her new gay flatmate? 

Sibel noticed a slackening in Beefy's ardour. 

‘Are you going to fuck me or not?' she asked in a hard, 
demanding manner. 

She didn't waste her time with fey, quiet men. She'd 
been uncertain about Beefy who at times seemed rather 
wet. Not to mention his close friendship with that appalling 
loser Jose. But Beefy had the look of the moment - a 
prettiness mixed with a pared back masculinity - that was 
so in fashion that she wanted him in her too. 

What would Rose think of that? Beefy wondered. No 
doubt Rose wouldn't have known what to think, he smiled. 

Relieved to see Beefy show interest again Sibel pulled a 
row of condoms conveniently located in the coffee table 
draw. 

‘Inside me, now,' Sibel gasped unable to wait. 

Swept away on a wave of desire for her modern, 
demanding lasciviousness Beefy did as he was told. 


Chapter 12 


Wondering where he was, Peter opened his eyes on what 
could only be described as a dilapidated Victorian room ina 
roof. 

An unfamiliar smell of mold and even moth balls was the 
last thing he noticed before the pounding headache swept 
over him. Forced to lay back down on the crumpled bed 
Peter closed his eyes. 

Some time passed before he eventually managed to haul 
himself up and look around him properly. A thin Morris 
pattern curtain covered a small garret window in the greyish 
white, faded bedroom. It was strewn with shopping bags, 
unwashed gym kit and what Peter thought could be a 
dehumidifier. The room was cold and drearily mean. 

Next to him lay his shag, bearded Peter, sleeping on his 
front. Impressed with the expanse of furry skin Peter was 
somewhat aroused and was moved to draw his hand over 
the young man's back. As he did so he tried to draw out 
memories of the night before. 

He could recall the infinite youthful allure of G-A-Y Late. 
He knew a journey involving a taxi took place ending up in 
another, rougher club. That was the last time he'd seen 
Blake. 

Subsequently he had visions of writhing under arches at 
that club, being dragged out and drawn to a night bus which 
disgorged him and bearded Peter on to a Victorian terrace at 
an indeterminate location in south London. 

Not sure whether they'd had sex or whether he was 
brave enough to wake the man and initiate it, Peter's iPhone 
rang. 

‘Where are you, slag,’ a bright sounding Blake chirped. 


‘Don't know,' Peter said hoarsely from too much alcohol 
and not enough water. 

‘I'm in Chelsea,’ Blake declared happily, ‘I've just gone 
down on my shag and he's making me breakfast. That's 
what a gay has to do to get breakfast these days.' 

Peter found himself smiling. He glanced at the 
slumbering man. 

‘Meet me at Balans in half an hour,’ Blake commanded. 

‘Can't. | want to go home,' Peter said, pathetic. He did so 
want his own bed and a comforting word from Rose. 

‘You want homo, you mean. We'll get brunch and 
hopefully a munch too.' 

‘I'll just go to Pret A Manger on the way home,' Peter 
went on hoarsely. 

‘Why go to Pret A Manger when you can work your way 
through a tasty lunch box at Pret A Shagger! | know you 
want something hot inside you. Oh,' he went on, 'How was it 
with that bearded boy, by the way. You did well there; he 
had me at woof.' 

‘| can't remember,’ Peter whispered in despair. 

All that effort and all that alcohol and Peter couldn't for 
the life of him recall if he had touched the man's penis or 
had his own touched. 

‘If you can't remember it must have been good. Now 
quickly have a morning sesh and come to Balans. Ciao, doll!’ 
Blake rang off. 

Not sure if he could manage it but feeling he may as well 
try Peter nudged the bearded man. 

He moaned in a way that indicated sleep was all he 
wanted. Studying the curve of his back before it exploded 
into firm glutes, noticing the light sun damage and freckling 
around his youthful neck, Peter was moved to nudge him 
again but this time with his softly erect cock. 

As there was no moan, perhaps there was a silent smile, 
Peter, hardly believing he dared, pushed the man over to 
find he was erect too. Only moderately disappointed that 


bearded Peter wasn't quite as handsome as he'd thought, 
the beard probably hid a multitude of sins, Peter began to 
masturbate the other man and was rewarded with the same 
pleasure. 

After the quick, sensuously intimate session the other 
man roused himself and sat up, louche against the plasticy 
headboard. 

‘Shall | leave my number?’ Peter asked dressing rapidly. 
Watching the man sitting naked in his debauched room 
Peter began to feel aroused again. He pulled up his pants 
conspicuously as he knew his cock looked fat. This had the 
desired effect. 

'Yes,' he said and indicated a kiss which Peter gave him. 
The man was clearly too hungover for further words so Peter 
left the room. 

Peter found his way out, descending a rickety threadbare 
staircase that perilously passed a broken window. He 
emerged on a quietly busy Victorian high street of 
newsagents, mobile phone shops and off licences. 

The sweet, cool air was refreshing, the bright blue 
morning appealing. He drew it in and tried to work out 
where he was. This being south London there was no taxi to 
be seen. He glanced vaguely at a bus stop, felt a despair 
and began to walk purposelessly along the street. 

After buying a Mars bar, a packet of crips and a Lucozade 
hoping the combined forces of a multiple sugar rush would 
shift the hangover Peter was delighted to spy a passing 
black cab. 

He hopped in it with an increasingly excited, abandoned 
notion that there's something to be said for being young, 
lost in London and fresh from sex with a stranger. 


Alone at 151 Rose stood in the bright light of the drawing 
room. 

She hovered with a cup of tea wondering if anyone was 
in. But having spent all night at 151 listening out for 


someone, anyone to return she knew she was alone. She 
felt sure she was the only person in London alone and 
melancholy that wonderfully sunny Sunday morning. 

So sunny was it with a hint of the scent of her cut flowers 
and a mild air it almost seemed like early spring. 

But it wasn't spring. Far from it. 

It was the last moment before winter; the death of the 
summer, Rose thought pathetically as she studied the book 
Shelf. She took out an inter-war novel she'd already read and 
opened it half way through. The heroine had already 
received a proposal. Rose snapped it shut and, feeling 
desperate telephoned to Scott. 

Yes, he'd love to take Rose for a walk in the park and was 
very sorry not to have been able to meet Rose last night. 
But he had had to see his Nan in hospital. 

More excited than she'd dare to admit to herself Rose 
managed not quite to dash to her bedroom to ready herself. 
Flinging little brushes, pots of foundation and pressed 
powder across her face Rose was soon even more radiant 

than she had been moments earlier. Thinking it might be 
nice to make Scott a picnic Rose put on her pretty fifties 
apron with the ruched top to cover her delicate blouse and 
Slacks, and set to work in the kitchen. 

Noting that busying oneself for another's benefit was 
rather rewarding Rose looked forward to her afternoon with 
a fragile hopefulness she hadn't allowed herself for some 
time. 


‘You look like you've been royally fucked; | know | have,’ 
Blake declared in Balans on Old Compton Street as Peter 
arrived. 

‘Could you keep your voice down?’ Peter whispered as 
they drew interested looks from the assembled Soho 
denizens, tourists and grizzled middle aged-eds. 

‘It's keeping my breakfast down that worries me,' Blake 
said and called over a waiter. 


‘dow was your night?' Peter asked at length. 

It seemed Blake had been taken by two of the group to a 
flat in Vauxhall where he'd been taken in many ways by the 
two men one of which screamed sex. 

'He literally screamed 'sex' at me,' Blake assured Peter 
happily. 

Two large beers arrived. 

‘Now? Really?' Peter said aghast, 'Is a beer necessary?’ 
Peter asked bleary eyed. The hard, fizzy smell made him 
feel almost sick again. 

‘Is happiness necessary?’ Blake replied sharply, 'You 
know, arse of the dog or something.’ 

‘Aren't you hung over?’ 

‘Vaguely, doll, perhaps, but the best cure for a hang over 
is a hung guy over you pounding away. And | like the look of 
that girl," he said and pointed out a remarkably pretty dark 
Skinned man. 

He went on excitedly, ‘It's gay bingo tonight at Lo Profile 
and three of my favourites Grindrinos are going. So we'll go 
to your club to freshen up on something sweet. ' 

‘| haven't got a club,' Peter said. 

‘That's not what I've heard,' he said and looked at Peter's 
trousers, 'We'll check into Soho House, then. ' 

Unable to face the journey home Peter agreed and, with 
Blake taking care of the arrangements and Peter's credit 
card, Peter was relieved to fall into the pristine white sheets 
of the hotel. 


Chapter 13 


Thinking this can't go on, Peter awoke on Monday 
morning with another hangover and fell from his bed. 

Blake had a lot to answer for. Gay bingo was amusing 
enough with its drag queens and jokes about legs eleven 
and two fat ducks, without the necessity of two bottles of 
Cava very quickly drunk. And that was two each. 

Of course there had been pretty Swedish boys to 
entertain and quiet middle class English boys to attract but 
there was also work on Monday morning. It might have been 
worth it if any had seemed remotely like boyfriend material. 
But Peter would never consider a man out on Sunday night 
as boyfriend material. 

Peter stumbled down the wide stairs of 151 pulling on his 
vest and shorts. It was over a week since he'd been jogging. 
This was unheard of. Adam, his trainer, would be appalled or 
at the very least direct a hard stare at Peter's stomach. 

Peter had been delighted to receive a text from Adam 
reminding Peter about this week's session. This indicated 
that, while all might not have been forgiven, at least all 
could carry on as if nothing had happened. 

And, after all, nothing had happened. A hard on and a 
desperate plea for sex ought not ruin a dear friendship. Not 
a friendship based on Peter paying Adam £100 an hour. 

The air was noticeably colder and the light 
disappointingly lower in Greenwich Park. 

Tomorrow I'll bring another layer, Peter thought sadly and 
did another lap of the lower park before he felt ready to face 
the steep climb to the observatory. 

Slowly, almost at walking pace, he made his way up the 
winding path. Behind him the everlasting grandeur of the 


Naval College. Ahead the huge oaks and ancient 
observatory. 

Sensing someone jogging behind him Peter, his 
competitive spirit kicking in, tried without being obvious to 
jog faster. For a while he managed it until the other man 
began to jog side by side with him. 

This was as embarrassing as it was annoying. Peter 
almost made an angry head movement as if to say, ‘over 
take me if you must you awful show off'. But before he could 
picture how to make such an expression he was spoken to. 

‘| haven't seen you here for a while,’ the man said. It was 
that chunkily rounded jogger Peter had met last week. 

With his eyes open very wide, Peter glanced at the man 
and then back to the path, 'No,' he said in a more annoyed 
way then he'd meant and added, ‘busy with work and, um, 
Stuff.’ 

The jogger nodded and slackened his pace. Wishing he 
could do so too the old nerves kicked in and Peter kept 
going. 

‘Hold on!' the jogger laughed. Peter was both impressed 
and annoyed by his assertiveness. 

‘I'm Dave,' the jogger said catching up with Peter, 'I'm 
training for the marathon. Though | know you wouldn't 
believe it from looking at me. Running for Mencap. What are 
you training for?’ 

‘Oh, er, for myself | suppose,' Peter said feeling 
inadequate. 

‘Good idea,' Dave said smartly, 'Shall we jog on 
together?' He smiled appealingly. 

Wishing they'd do anything but that Peter nodded and 
managed a shy look at Dave's face. 

It was true the man was chunky but it suited him ina 
young bearish, gingery way. It was as if the young man had 
been a nicely stocky chap as a youth but, as a young adult, 
had been surprised to find he couldn't eat what he once 
had. But if he wanted to the weight, only a few extra 


pounds, would drop away in an instant. He also had an 
energy that belied his heft. 

‘I'm Peter,' he said noticing Dave's legs and glutes were 
attractively thick. 

There are some men, quite a few, where a few extra 
pounds add that sense of masculine confidence. And, more 
to the point, Peter recognised that as a slimmer man he had 
a certain elevation in relative gay status. 

‘It's nice to meet you, Peter,’ Dave said with a shot of 
that admittedly cute little smile. 

They continued to jog in silence across the peak of 
Greenwich Park. A strong northerly wind was evident in the 
billowing, oak trees some still defiantly in fading leaf. The 
park as a whole had a left over feeling as if a summer might 
still explode with life in defiance of an inevitable cold, 
deadening winter. Christmas seemed a lifetime away. 
Having met more men in the last week than he had in years 
Peter felt a confidence that he would find a boyfriend before 
Christmas. 

‘Do you work in Greenwich?’ Peter asked probing for 
other signs of social status. 

‘No, in Lewisham at the senior school.' 

‘Oh, that must be a challenge,' Peter said disappointed 
that the man didn't have a more interesting, high flying 
career like his own. Clearly they could never have anything 
in common. And what would his Mother say? he thought 
confusedlly. 

‘Yeah teenagers these days are a nightmare on the 
outside but wonderful under that bravado. ' 

Peter nodded despite thinking this extremely unlikely, 
especially in Lewisham. 

They passed the avenue of ornamental cherry trees 
where Peter and Rose had often sat reading the Sunday 
newspapers. Poor Rose. Peter had no clue how she'd spent 
the weekend. Probably alone. 


‘Well,’ Peter said not really wanting to break it off but 
seeing no point in wasting his time with a no hoper, 'I, er, 
better get to work.’ 

‘Oh, where do you work?! 

‘Banking. ' 

Dave smiled, 'Oh, we're both state supported, then. ' 

‘Not exactly,’ Peter said surprised that Dave could think 
their jobs had any similarity at all and annoyed at the 
familiar suggestion his own bank needed help. He peeled off 
suddenly. 

‘See you same time tomorrow,' Dave called out 
hopefully, a sudden burst of sunlight casting his darkly 
ginger hair in a wonderful, shining hue so rarely seen and 
even less rarely appreciated. 

‘In Paris tomorrow, ' Peter called out, a lie. 

‘Another time, then,’ Dave shouted and made a few steps 
to follow Peter. 

‘Find me on Grindr,' Peter said in a loud voice just below 
a shout. 

‘I'm not on Grindr,' Dave shouted back as Peter 
disappeared over the steep hill back towards 151. 

Not on Grindr, Peter thought to himself with sarcasm but 
was surprised at the flat, grey disappointment that lingered 
as he jogged away from Dave. 


Peter was pleased to find Rose wafting through the 
kitchen in her flowing white night gown that was close to a 
bridal dress. Perhaps more a bride's maid's dress. She 
seemed a vision of quiet homeliness. Reminiscent of a 
recent, happy past. 

‘Rose, I'm so pleased to see you,' he said embracing her 
with a kiss. Her scent of rosewater and Chanel was a delight 
compared to the alcohol he exuded through every pore. 

‘And me you,' Rose said unable to harbour any feeling of 
upset against her dear Peter at being abandoned all 
weekend. 


‘How have you been?' Peter asked grabbing his huge tub 
of protein shake and mixing two large scoops in a glass. 

‘Oh... not so well,’ she said immediately, 'The shop, well, 
Miss Tollington is unwell. I've got to do something to help,’ 
she said looking pleadingly at Peter, 'It needs, it needs 
someone with, oh, a head for numbers. And I've got to 
restock it for autumn/winter.' Her voice was not a happy 
one. 

Peter sighed. 

‘I'd love to help but I've done quite a lot for that place 
already,' he said with eyebrows raised. 

‘Yes, you've been very good,' she replied quietly looking 
around at all the items, everything, ordered via the shop. 

Peter had been very good. Perhaps too good. But it 
wasn't always money that was needed. She did so wish he'd 
pay more attention to her as he used to. He was once more 
than willing to help out at the shop. 

‘| just need help moving old stock out and some new 
things in,' she said with little expectation he'd agree. 

‘Well, I'd love to but I've a date tonight, then there's the 
gym, a work do and then it's Friday night so I've got to go 
out,' he said taking a great slug of the artificially sweetened, 
vanilla shake. 

‘Of course,' Rose said sharply and turned to make tea to 
hide her upset. 

Softening Peter went on, 'Don't you have anyone to 
help?’ 

Rose had instinctively wanted to say 'no one' but that 
wouldn't have been quite true. 

‘Beefy and a boy from that sports shop, Scott, have been 
a great help,' she said feeling strangely encouraged by the 
idea. Perhaps she didn't need Peter after all. She had two 
rather attractive young men willing, one even eager, to 
help. 

‘Oh,' Peter said not knowing why. He looked around the 
kitchen confusedly. 'How /s Beefy?’ he asked. He hadn't seen 


Beefy on the scene at all or even at 151. 

‘Beefy is fine. Perhaps very well,’ she said defensively not 
knowing why. Admittedly she hadn't seen him since 
Saturday morning but he had seemed very well then. 

‘Tell him Blake wants us to go to the Eagle on Friday,' 
Peter said before he ran upstairs to ready himself for work. 

Rose nodded, determined not to tell him, and finished 
making tea. 


Blake woke up with a start, looked around him, saw an 
unappealing older man he didn't remember going home 
with and jumped out of bed. 

He winced at the pain in his anus and, picking up his 
clothes from the floor, hastily made his way to the 
bathroom. But he mistook the bathroom and burst in upon a 
much more attractive man getting dressed. Blake felt a hint 
of regret for spending the night with the flatmate he had. 
The nice, attractive man merely looked up and pointed to 
the next room. 

In the bathroom Blake silently readied himself. He 
glanced at his face in the mirror, felt he looked appalling 
and tired and as quietly as he could looked for something to 
brighten his visage. 

He was sure those gays would have all kinds of 
brighteners, tighteners and titifiers. He was right. He 
slathered on a good many layers of tinted moisturiser. 

Feeling almost presentable he made his way out of the 
flat without saying goodbye but slammed the the door to 
indicate what, he didn't know. 

Blake found himself in Camden on a cold, Monday 
morning. Rain pattered on the grimy shop windows. 

That deadening Monday morning feeling was so intense 
that he simply could not face work at the cafe. Instead he 
made his way to the first place to eat he saw which was a 
greasy spoon. That would have to do. 


Over a builders tea, his favourite, and a full English Blake 
wondered how to shake that dreadful feeling of depression 
that was creeping over him. 

Obviously Grindr and shopping were the only solutions. 
And Grinding while shopping was surely the ultimate in 
transitory, and therefore Blake's ideal, satisfaction. Of 
course there was the cafe to open but there was always the 
cafe to open. A quick whip round Oxford Street for some 
new tops - one top a T-shirt and one top a handsome 
Grindrino - wouldn't hurt, would it? 

Smiling to himself Blake opened Grindr and looked over 
all the new men local to Camden. There were many he 
hadn't seen before. Excitedly he flicked the lists of men up 
and down shooting off messages rapidly. 

The first message he received appeared to be an advert 
for a 'genuine LV man bag’. At first this seemed odd but 
then it seemed simply marvellous; now every aspect of gay 
life could be conducted via Grindr. The hetero repression of 
Facebook and eBay could go fuck themselves. 


To his horror Peter arrived at work to a good many double 
takes and a wolf whistle from the trading floor. Even his PA 
seemed taken aback. 

‘| like it," she said uncertainly eyeing Peter's hair, 
‘modern. Young. You're still a young man,’ she said as if 
she'd forgotten. 

Peter sank into his seat and ran his hands through his 
quiff and across his shaved sides. He cringed. So caught up 
in the scene was he he'd forgotten how he'd be viewed at 
work. 

A red hot embarrassment grew within him. He threw off 
his silken Armani jacket as he felt a familiar sense of shame. 
Perhaps he should bring out the big guns, he thought and 
telephoned to Rose. 

Rose, delighted to be invited to lunch, shut up the shop 
especially for the occasion. How wonderful it would be to 


have Peter all to herself for the first time in what seemed 
liked weeks. As a celebration she decided to take the 
gleaming new river boat from Greenwich Pier. But as she 
shut up shop she was approached by Scott. 

Looking less pleased to see him than she felt, Rose had 
no time to stop and could only call out an apology that she 
had to meet Peter for lunch. She turned, leaving only a little 
smile, and almost ran away. 

Scott raised his eyebrows, waved sadly and remained 
standing by the shop door. 

In his coat pocket was a single red rose. In his mind a 
plummeting notion of foolishness. He wouldn't post the rose 
through the door, he just wouldn't, he thought as he 
watched Rose dash excitedly into Greenwich market. Scott 
hated being made a fool of and, more than anything, his 
boyish pride was bruised badly. 

When at last he could see her pretty disappearing figure 
no longer he turned and with a single, definite movement 
took out the red rose and threw it violently into a rubbish 
bin. 


Through the brightly mild autumn morning Rose dashed, 
past the Greenwich market with its numerous stalls selling 
lovely, pretty knick-knacks, vintage dresses and decadent 
Cup cakes. 

Pausing for only a moment Rose purchased two over 
priced cup cakes in the most brilliant pink. As Peter was so 
enthusiastically gay at the moment she was sure he'd like 
one and it was a silent, elegant gesture she stood by him no 
matter what. 

Departing on the river boat the light played on the 
Thames, surging relentlessly towards London. The smell of 
sea salt and the sound of waves lapping had a strange but 
encouraging foreign notion. 

It brought to mind images of far away ships filled with 
sad but hopeful emigrees or lonely sailors pining for their 


wives in distant lands. Buffeted by the wind on the the 
boat's deck Rose saw Greenwich transformed into a 
glittering, foreign port filled with lapsed luxury and 
adventure. 

She remained on deck throughout the voyage a solitary 
figure with hair pulled neatly under a silk scarf with more 
than a hint of iridescence. 

In minutes Rose was transported to Tower Pier where she 
alighted or, rather disembarked, her white party dress 
fluttering in the breeze, her yellow high heeleds clicking 
attractively on the gangplank and her charity shop knitted 
cardigan buttoned tightly. 

Removing her scarf to check her curls were still nicely 
rounded they quickly became unmanageable in a sudden 
brisk breeze. She fought to keep her carefully maintained, 
glossy mane in place. She could do with a quick blow dry 
but that was out of the question. 

Unusually Peter had asked Rose to meet him at his office. 

A little daunted by the vast, inhuman scale of the steel 
and glass building, not to mention the hundreds of brilliant 
looking office women in sober suits and well cut jackets, 
Rose was whisked alarmingly quickly to the sixtieth floor. 

Peter met her with a lingering kiss on her cheek. So 
surprised was she she laughed but he pulled her towards 
him and embraced her. 

‘Oh, Peter, it's lovely to see you too,' Rose said pleased 
beyond reason. Nervous hands smoothed her skirt. She 
offered up the bright pink cup cakes. 

‘Shush! Put that away!' Peter whispered harshly, ‘I'm 
using you as my beard. Can't you see that? I've had remarks 
about my hair,’ he said with a mournful look as if Rose 
should anticipate his every thought. Well, she did use to. 

In a bitter disappointment Rose looked at his hair and felt 
no response was best of all. 

How could she be so foolish to think Peter wanted to see 
her for her? Her expression hardened. Did she almost frown? 


Yes, she did. 

‘Now take my hand and we'll walk slowly to the lift,’ Peter 
went on in his scolding way. 

For once Rose wanted nothing less than to comply with 
Peter's intimate wishes. How could someone so loved be so 
cruel? 

‘Smile, laugh and look into the trading floor,' Peter hissed 
as he lingered by the huge expanse of desks and madly 
flickering screens. 

Rose, naturally upset didn't dare peer in but she did 
notice some pretty young women look her up and down. 
She hated that too. 

It was a relief to be safely in the lift but even there Rose 
felt under pressure to perform as Peter began to yap about 
their supposed plans for a weekend break in Barcelona. She 
might have managed to sound almost happy talking about it 
had she not wanted so much for it to be true. 

Once out of the office he dropped her hand and 
brusquely led her to lunch. 


The violently modern and intricate art light installation 
hanging from the sushi bar's ceiling cast Rose's pale 
complexion in multiple hues of neon. 

Packed onto a pale communal table with tens of other 
City workers in sharp, slim-fit suits, Rose felt unwilling to 
talk candidly. But she was more unwilling to let these 
moments with Peter slip by without a real heart to heart of 
some kind. Peter's recent gay antics were obviously out of 
question, she knew that so she had to, unusually, speak of 
herself. 

‘I'm struggling to keep Interior Motives alive,’ Rose found 
herself saying much more than she expected so het up had 
she been in recent weeks. And with no one to talk to, not 
really. 

‘Perhaps it's had its time?' Peter said casually and placed 
his hand on Rose's. 


Her instinct was to withdraw it unsure whether he placed 
it there for genuine sentiment or for a passing colleague. 

She looked at his face and tried to read his thoughts but 
he was closed and, somehow, lowered. His skin lacked that 
fleshy pinkness and his eyes were a little bloodshot. 

Peter was convinced some time ago that Interior Motives 
was past its best. The fashionable locals he'd seen in there 
were obviously only there to find what had already been 
lost. Not everyone could appreciate the melancholy decay of 
Interior Motives. And especially not the kind of aspirational 
customers who could afford the classic items so luxuriously 
priced. 

‘No, | can't think of that. What'll happen to Miss 
Tollington?' she asked. 

What'll happen to me? She thought. 

She couldn't picture that world of antique glamour dying, 
collapsing into nothing. Not when she might, just, be able to 
do something about it. 

‘We're in a recession, Rose, it's hard on all of us,' Peter 
said artfully cramming a hand roll into his mouth using 
chopsticks, 'I'm sure my bonus will not be what it was.' 

Knowing a fraction of Peter's bonus could pay the rent 
and quite possibly the rates for a year at Interior Motives 
Rose was unmoved. 

'If Interior Motives closes it'll be replaced by a Tesco 
Express, nail bar or, worse, a Starbucks,’ Rose said boldly 
between nibbles on salmon sashimi. 

‘| Suppose it does have a good mix of the old and the 
new,' he said fumbling with a tiny packet of ginger. Rose, 
with her perfectly manicured nails and many multicoloured 
rings catching the neon light, helped him open it. Lurid, 
sweet pink slithers slid out. 

‘Yes, it does. It's not an identikit globalised nothingness, 
it has provenance but it's quite fresh too. I'd hate to see 
Greenwich go the way of every high street on every town. 
We've got something special to give if only we could muddle 


through,’ Rose said brightly, 'Surely with enough glitter and 
pink gin any independent shop could do quite well.’ 

Peter nodded but remained doubtful. 'As you love the old 
place so much l'Il see if | can come in and give you a hand,' 
he said at length. 

Rose asked when that might be. But after Peter half- 
heartedly checked the calendar of his iPhone it soon 
became apparent it couldn't be soon. If it wasn't a gym 
session with Adam it was feint possibility of a session with 
an unknown Grindrino or shopping and drinking with Blake. 

Rose sighed. Seeing Peter like this, so caught up ina 
transitory lifestyle of one night stands and nights out, she 
was concerned for him. But it was possibly, it was quite 
likely, just a stage. And he was, after all competing with 
Blake to win a boyfriend. 

‘Any luck with, you know, that competition with Blake?’ 
Rose asked holding her breath somewhat. 

She looked away and caught sight of a pretty young 
blonde woman flirting effectively with a handsome man. 
Why couldn't she do that? Rose thought. She could never be 
so obvious and direct with a man she liked. 

‘Not really,' he said sadly, leaning forward. 

As they'd finished eating Peter whisked Rose up a little 
before she was ready. They emerged on Cheapside with the 
noble, eternal beauty of St Mary le Bow church to their right 
and the theatrical modernity of Deutsche Bank to the left. 

‘I've had a lot of one night stands, though,’ Peter said and 
smiled as if inordinately pleased with himself. 

After checking Peter had been using condoms - he had - 
Rose said, 'Do you really need to sleep with so many men?’ 
‘How else will | find a boyfriend?’ Peter snapped with a 
hint of anger perhaps hiding a pang of regret, even shame, 

‘You don't understand, Rose. You're more than happy to 
spend your evenings at 151 with me and Blake or re-reading 
a Barbara Pym. You're, | mean, that's not enough for me... 
any more.’ 


After a lingering but cold kiss Rose and Peter parted 
outside Peter's enormous office block. 

| can never again love a gay man, she thought to herself 
with a sigh so quiet it almost didn't exist. She simply had to 
rely on herself. She knew that now and resolved to somehow 
believe it as she stood feeling rather hopeless at a request 
bus stop. 

The bus home seemed a more suitable mode of transport 
following the disappointment of lunch. It would provide her 
with plenty of time to think of plans to save Interior Motives. 
And, to ward off a deepening melancholy, the ordinary 
scenes of everyday life seen from a bus window might, just 
prove to her that life did go on somewhere somehow. 

After the hiss of the bus's arrival, a beep as she swiped 
her Oyster card in its fifties star pattern holder, and the ding 
of a bell Rose was conveyed home towards Greenwich on 
the number 47 which was pleasingly warm. 


Blake's morning shopping trip on Oxford street was as 
refreshing as it was rewarding. 

He'd bought a new T-shirt and found a new top. The new 
T-shirt was pleasingly slim and held his athletic body in all 
the right places. 

The new top, named Paco and found on Grindr, was 
pleasingly slim and also held Blake's body in all the right 
places. Whether the customer toilets in Marks and Spencers 
was one of the right places to hold Blake's body was 
irrelevant. The two men came buckets and were very 
pleased with what they'd picked up at the shops. 

With a light step in his leather, pointed pumps and a light 
pout on his cupid bow lips Blake walked happily towards the 
Cafe. 

Although the weather was blustery the wind was on the 
warm side coming, as it did from the south. He turned off 
Oxford Street and took a detour through Soho Square which, 
though disappointingly quiet, was at least carpeted with 


millions of tiny yellow leaves. It seemed almost as if the 
streets of London were paved with gold, Blake thought until 
he almost slipped on a damp paving stone. 

Sadly no prettily masculine gay rushed to help him but, 
happily, it seemed no one had seen him fall either so it 
wasn't all bad. Blake picked up his comfortingly weighty 
shopping bag and wiped off the golden leaves holding firm 
to it. 

There was one thing to be said for the autumn, Blake 
thought, and that was that you always arrived home or at 
the shag's before the sun came up. There is nothing worse 
than the sickening feeling of leaving a club in the early 
morning and finding a broad, obliterating daylight. 

Blake arrived at the cafe just off Old Compton Street. 

‘You're late again,’ Mrs Morelli spat, her Italian accent 
more obvious in her anger. 

‘Sorry, | had a heavy night,’ Blake said quickly and began 
to put on his black apron. 

‘Stop!' she screamed. 

Blake paused and slowly turned to look at her. 

‘You're fired!’ she said. 

‘You mean, l'm sacked,' Blake hissed almost at a shout. 

He looked at Mrs Morelli's neck damaged by time, at her 
sagging jawline and bagged eyes and felt a kind of power, 
the superiority of youth. 

‘No! Fired!' she shrieked and shooed him from her cafe 
onto Brewer Street. 

‘Good! Work never was in my career plan!' Blake cried. 

‘Fuck,’ he said under his breath having hoped his 
popularity with the kind of male clientèle that frequented 
the cafe (being the kind of male clientéle that Blake 
frequented himself) would hold him in good stead. He'd held 
a good many of the clientéle in very good stead after all. If 
he was to lose his job here how would he ever find and keep 
a boyfriend? 


But Mrs Morelli was clearly at the end of her very short 
tether. Wishing he was at the end of some man's, any 
man's, tether - preferably long - Blake walked away as 
quickly as he could without looking back. 

He soon found himself back on the bustling 
attractiveness of Oxford Street where life still seemed to go 
on with its aspirational busyness. Feeling a strong need to 
be part of it Blake ducked into the first shop he vaguely 
liked; Uniglo and bought as many V-necked Merino jumpers 
in aS many colours as he could find. 

When he found the one bright blue colour he really 
wanted was available only for women he bought it anyway 
as he planned to increase the size of moobs anyway. He 
justified this vaguely by telling himself they were 20 per 
cent off so he could buy 20 per cent more and he could 
wear one for each date he planned for that week. 

Wondering how to maintain the fleeting pleasure of 
buying something, anything, Blake, swinging his laden 
paper shopping bags, wondered what to buy next. 

Blake found a great many exquisite items to buy next. He 
purchased an iPod touch from the huge new Apple Store in 
Covent Garden. Not because he needed another but 
because he needed to find a way to stop the incipient 
feeling of dread that lashed round his athletic chest. He 
went into Lush and bought all kinds of heavily fragranced 
and brightly coloured bath salts even though he never 
bathed. 

But there was only so much shopping even Blake could 
do. 

To Blake's credit he was an unusual gay in that he did 
have a hobby of sorts. It was just a shame that it was a 
hobby of limitless cruelty and horror. Of course said hobby 
was his photo blog The Rank and The Ridiculous. 

He'd failed to update it of late but hadn't failed to 
capture all the ugly and appalling men he'd seen on the 
scene. And he'd been on the scene so often that, 


admittedly, it was quite likely he would have seen a few 
unsavoury characters. 

Back at 151 Blake uploaded a large number of photos 
and gave them appropriately nasty little titles such as 'man 
whore’, 'she hag’, 'the mark of Primark' etc. 

These photos included the group of young gays dressed 
as if they'd come straight from the farm and not in a sexy 
farmhand or under-gamekeeper kind of way. One of their 
party happened to be the pretty boy in a wheelchair. 

Blake added the title 'youth for euthanasia’ smiled to 
himself and uploaded the lot without giving his vile, 
perverted comments a second thought. 


Chapter 14 


This decadence of shopping, Grinding, drinking on the 
scene and anything else transitory and aspirational 
continued its sparkling rocket journey to the heavens for 
some weeks. 

If Blake wasn't shopping on credit he was grinding for 
boys. And if Peter wasn't in the gym he was grinding for 
boys too. Of course they could do both at the same time. 
And usually did. If they were to waste their youth they may 
as well waste it as effectively as possible. 

Convinced gay life only happened in Soho, and 
occasionally Vauxhall, the boys became regulars at a 
number of bars and clubs. What was regular about them 
was that they regularly pulled. 

Peter became known for his generosity in buying rounds 
of drinks for any gay who was moderately pretty and under 
35. Blake became known for his generosity with Peter's 
money and for rounding up moderately pretty boys under 
35 for Peter to buy drinks for. Only on gym nights with Adam 
was Peter not to be seen propping up the bar in BarCode or 
bouncing to 80s hits in G-A-Y bar. 

If for a second Peter or Blake thought they might go 
home alone a sinking feeling of dread came over them at 
the thought of descending into the underground or, more 
likely, hauling their weary bodies onto the night bus. They 
just couldn't let that happen and, luckily, never needed to 
because there was always a new boy on Grindr to fight, 
drool and get their legs over. 

Whether any of these grinding gays were likely 
boyfriends Peter and Blake never knew because they were 
too quickly looking for another shag to fuel their dire need 
for novelty and pleasure. The idea that they might try to see 


a man for a second date, or even a second shag, had 
become impossibly strange, even strangely impossible to 
them. As neither seemed likely to keep a boyfriend neither 
tried very hard to do so. 

Of course Blake was yet to find a job. This was mildly 
concerning because Blake himself was not one to date an 
unemployed boy, even a very attractive unemployed boy 
because he wouldn't be able to afford it. 

What's more he needed a man who might be able to 
afford him. Afford him all the modern luxuries of gay life 
such as frequenting champagne bars, glittering city breaks 
and Apple products which are the equivalent of babies for 
gay couples. 

Blake wasn't proud of this but on those moments when 
he was very short of cash and needed a new outfit for the 
club or new pants for the backroom, he looked around the 
drawing room of 151. When his eyes rested on an item of 
value such as an iPod or dusty ornament (Dorota wasn't as 
scrupulous as she might have been) he photographed it on 
his iPod touch and within seconds it was available to buy on 
eBay. 

Blake didn't like himself for this but he didn't hate himself 
for it either. Peter had more money than he knew what to do 
with, or so Blake thought, and Blake had more clothes to 
buy than he knew what to wear with. He had a dim idea to 
pay Peter back somehow but couldn't see how and sincerely 
doubted he'd be found out anyway. 

Meanwhile Beefy was very busy preparing for London 
Fashion week and the Comme Des Garcons show. He was 
even busier keeping Sibel happy. Keeping Sibel happy 
meant shagging her as often as possible and to be seen, 
almost every night, on her arm at the latest Shoreditch pop 
up club or bar. 

It was only Rose who thought of someone other than 
herself. And that someone was Interior Motives. While Miss 
Tollington was dear to her Interior Motives was ever dearer. 


Rose, of a terribly sentimental and whimsical mind, had 
invested such energy and commitment in Interior Motives's 
heady allure and antique glamour that she couldn't accept it 
might be past its best. 

She wouldn't allow, even for a moment, the notion that 
some customers came only to see what had been lost. She 
couldn't conceive of a Greenwich without Interior Motives. 

Moreover she couldn't imagine herself without Interior 
Motives either. She knew she had to do something to turn 
around the fortunes of Interior Motives so she brainstormed 
and researched and read a good many glossy magazines 
cutting out important articles and appealing looks. 

What Rose alighted on was a plan, more a gleaming 
philosophy, to transfigure Interior Motives's melancholy 
decay into something of rare, sustainable vintage. 
Combining the best of the venerable old and the fabulously 
new Rose would create an Interior Motives catering for 
everyone in a rare, accessible way. 

Interior Motives would become the go-to destination 
store for the fashionable and the forever, the modern and 
the vintage, the value and the valued. Of course this all 
needed manpower. And Rose, while very powerful in many 
more ways that she knew, lacked manpower. 

With that thought in mind Rose had, against her better 
notions, encouraged hapless Scott. Scott was charming, 
sweet, pretty and energetic. Rose could see that. That Scott 
was also head over heels in love with Rose and wildly 
inappropriate for her, she could also see. 

So it was with some reluctance she found herself using 
Scott. 

But he did have access to a big white van. A man with a 
van, and an attractive young man at that, being a highly 
valuable addition to a sole lady trader like Rose. When seen 
together interested strangers assumed Scott was in Rose's 
employ. But his attachment to Rose was more powerful than 
money. 


Scott seemed happy enough to ferry Rose to the furniture 
auctions of West London and the fashionable clothes 
markets of Shoreditch. He seemed more than happy to 
single-handedly hurl dark wood wardrobes and art deco 
dressing tables into his van while Rose clapped and cooed 
over his masculine strength. He seemed even more happy 
when Rose let him kiss her in passenger cab of the van. 

Rose, knowing Scott deserved a reward of some kind, 
didn't mind too much when Scott pressed himself against 
her. She didn't mind his fair stubble and his boyish lips 
directing urgent kisses cross her face and neck. She didn't 
mind being slightly squeezed next his wide and rudely hard 
body. She didn't even mind that he reeked of the cheapest 
alcohol hues of high street aftershaves. 

She didn't mind any of this because she was usually 
listening to the pretty birdsong of a nightingale or otherwise 
planning elegant table displays for Interior Motives. Perhaps, 
in a weak, solitary moment when she ate another meal 
alone at 151 she thought she might rather like it. She 
thought it might be rather nice to cook for and look after 
Scott. 

But the inappropriateness of Scott remained a fact of life 
that Rose, girlish but sensible, recognised with a growing 
regret. He was simply an unsuitable attachment. 

It was with this sense of regret and a desire to see how 
Scott might fit in with her so called friends at 151 that Rose 
invited Scott to dinner. 

It seemed an age since the four house mates had found 
time to share a meal let alone a few seconds in each other's 
presence. Even the combined forces of the X Factor live 
rounds, a period drama on BBC 2 and the Duchess of 
Devonshire's readings of her autobiography on Radio 4 had 
failed to bring the friends together. Only Rose sat through 
these winter evening delights thinking popular 
entertainment wasn't what it once was. 


Outside 151 the once bright and powerful autumn that 
had reminded the sensitive of the simple, fleeting beauty of 
life had decayed to a freezingly dark, even dull, winter. The 
last, spectacular burst of autumnal life in reds, yellows and 
pinks set against eternally blue skies had collapsed. 

In its place Greenwich Park seemed both dark and pale 
against white misty clouds that lingered sadly as if in 
mourning. The winter evenings rarely seemed cosy as they 
once did at 151 when the wood burner glistened while the 
friends laughed and chatted together. On occasion the 
northerly wind hinted of snow. Rose was very glad her 
narrow white coat, on loan from Interior Motives, was lined 
with mink. 

Peter and Blake had reluctantly agreed to stay in and 
partake of a dinner party on the Friday before Bonfire Night. 
This came as a shock to everyone apart from Peter and 
Blake. 

It soon became clear that the Rose and Crown in 
Greenwich had a feast of festivities arranged for the 
weekend despite Bonfire Night not being noted for its gay 
connotations. And Peter and Blake expected to participate 
enthusiastically. 

It was some time since they'd been out in Greenwich so 
some nice new boys were bound to be on show by now. On 
Saturday, of course, they could all enjoy the fireworks on 
Blackheath together followed by another trip to the Rose 
and Crown. 

Beefy had reluctantly agreed to bring his boyfriend (later 
artfully substituted for his fag hag, Sibel) and Rose had 
enthusiastically invited Scott. 


Rose, a wonder with a fuss free roast and express 
vegetables, had already finished cooking when Peter arrived 
home at 6 o'clock on the Friday evening. She was delighted 
to hear his key in the wide door of 151 and his distinctive, 
energetic way of powering through the hall, his brogues 


pattering on the original black and white tiled floor. She was 
delighted until she saw his face. 

Under the appallingly harsh spotlighting of the kitchen 
Peter's face was a tired, grey disappointment. His body 
appeared bulgingly healthy in those tight, slim fit shirts he 
always seemed to wear but his tired slouch onto the glossy 
kitchen table suggested otherwise. 

Tactful to a fault Rose seemed not to have noticed. She 
trilled about how nice it would be to eat together while Peter 
sat brooding silently at the table. 

‘Could you carve the chicken,' she asked after a long 
silence. 

‘I'm too exhausted,' Peter whined. 

Rose span round with a snap. 

‘dung over more like,' she said more sharply that she'd 
expected. She looked at the deco clock on the wall. There 
wasn't much time before she ought to begin her toilette. 

Peter raised his bloodshot eyes towards her sadly. 

‘What's been going on?' Rose asked edging towards the 
door. Peter was a concern but looking just right for Scott was 
a pressing concern also. 

‘Perhaps I've been overdoing it,' Peter said glumly, ‘at the 
gym - I can't shift this belly - and maybe in Soho,' he went 
on grimly, ‘and work is maddening.’ 

Worse, he'd had hardly any sleep last night having 
passed out drunk in a French student's decrepit university 
dorm before they'd even shagged. It had taken him hours to 
find a taxi and had only returned to 151 with moments to 
get ready before another punishing day at work. And it 
wasn't the first time this week something similar had 
occurred. Then he'd barely gotten away with his life after a 
fearsome ride with a fearsome unlicensed taxi driver. 

Rose nodded and in an elegant movement touched Peter 
on the shoulders. His hand came to hers. 

‘Perhaps you've been burning the candle at both ends,' 
she said as a question and smiled her special, sweet smile 


at Peter. She glanced at his hair gradually growing out from 
its modern cut. His fringe had a floppiness reminiscent of 
university days. 

‘You've been bummed at both ends?' Blake asked 
bursting in with a lush haul of shopping bags some 
apparently for Rose and Peter, 'You lucky thing!' Blake went 
on energetically. 

He noticed a quiet, almost sorrowful atmosphere but 
refused to acknowledge it. Instead he held out a lovely 
purple paper bag from Liberty's of London for Rose and a 
matte black bag from Paul Smith for Peter. 

Then he opened a bottle of red and poured out three 
large wine glasses. But the glasses held more than a single 
bottle of wine so he opened another and topped the glasses 
up. Mixing a Cotes du Rhone from Australia with a French 
Merlot wasn't really the done thing, even then, but Blake 
didn't care, Peter didn't notice and Rose would never tell. 

The bag for Rose held the most exquisite bra and panties 
in the palest lavender. She held them gingerly, convinced 
they might disintegrate at the slightest touch, and gazed at 
them as a thing of wonder so brilliant were they and so 
wonderfully made. 

Blake had given Peter a silk tie made of every colour 
imaginable. Peter immediately decided it was far too gay for 
work but didn't say it. He held it to himself to show 
appreciation. 

‘Blake, oh!' Rose gushed, ‘how lovely,' she kissed him 
immediately, 'l... really can't accept this.' It must have been 
fabulously expensive, she knew that. How on earth could he 
afford it working at the cafe so irregularly as he seemed to 
nowadays. 

Blake blithely pooh poohed all her protestations. But he 
certainly couldn't afford it. He hadn't even told them he'd 
been given the sack and had spent most afternoons, when 
he wasn't spending money he didn't have, trawling the 
internet for jobs. 


But it seemed no employer wanted a gay with no 
references, no work ethic and hardly any nous. Not when 
Blake wouldn't consider getting out of bed for less than 40k. 
He couldn't get out of bed without less than 40 grams of 
beta blockers as it was. 

Blake agreed to carve the meat as Rose ascended to her 
pretty pink and white bedroom to prepare herself for Scott. 

With only a quick second thought she carefully laid out 
the darkly elegant outfit she'd decided to wear some days 
ago. Then it had taken forever to choose what to wear. She 
despaired at her failure to find something both alluring and 
very her; something she thought she could never be. At a 
low ebb she had thrown all her clothes on the floor. 

But then, after a stern word with herself, Rose had 
rehung them nicely in the deco wardrobe and taken 
something Peter had picked out for her from the luxe rail at 
Interior Motives. Soon she was dressed and ready. 

Reflected in the mirror of the drawing room Rose 
appeared like a girl in a movie. Her truly beautiful little 
shoulders were framed perfectly by an intricate black bodice 
pushing forth girlish breasts. 

Blake and Peter appeared and complimented a dazzling 
Rose on her efforts as she finished off her perfect make up. 
Rather than the pretty pinks or nearly nude tones she 
usually applied, tonight she was a 1940s vamp, a screen 
Goddess in striking red lipstick, heavily kohled eyes and an 
explosion of mascara. 

She smouldered by the fireplace awaiting Scott's arrival. 
She'd dressed to please him and was naturally keenly 
nervous to see his reaction. So why did her mind wander to 
Beefy and his boyfriend? What might his reaction be to her 
hyped up glamour? It certainly wasn't her usual easy 
elegance. 

‘dave you seen Beefy, recently, in Soho or somewhere?’ 
Rose asked tentatively and sat demurely at the edge of the 


sofa. She sipped at the red wine and pretended to be 
interested in another copy of Boyz Magazine. 

‘Beefy who?' Blake snapped, 'God knows where he 
spends all his time,' he said. 

‘Shoreditch,’ Peter said authoritatively. 

‘No doubt somewhere dismal like that,' Blake sniped 
lighting long wicked candles and placing them around the 
room, ‘Quite why all gays don't come to Soho on Friday 
night is beyond me,' he said wondering why they didn't 
come every night like he and Peter did, 'A gay just doesn't 
exist unless he's in Soho.' 

‘| think he's quite caught up with his boyf Jose,' Peter said 
sadly thinking it would be nice to be caught up with a 
boyfriend himself if only a boy would have him. And one 
probably never would, he thought, vaguely touching his 
tummy. 

'Oh,' Rose said, ‘Jose sti//?' 

‘'dmmm, yes,' Blake replied and took up a fantastically 
bitchy celebrity magazine looking for inspiration for his own 
fantastically bitchy photo blog, 'They must have set a world 
record for a regaytionship. How long is it now?' he asked, 
'six weeks and cumming, | mean, counting?’ 

‘What must it be like to have a boyfriend,' Peter mused 
and toyed with his diamond cuff-links shining alluringly 
under his Paul Smith velvet jacket. 

‘Simply wonderful, | can assure you,’ Blake said on some 
unknown authority. Peter nodded vigorously and Rose 
thought it possible. 

But none of the three friends had a clue. They afforded 
the status of 'being in a relationship’ with far more of a 
magical, glitter-ball wonder than they would if they'd ever 
been anywhere near a relationship. 

'Yes,' Peter said and sighed thinking if only he could meet 
a nice, sensible man who rarely drank, had a good job, a 
nice flat and an athletic body. Surely then he'd be happy, he 
thought not thinking it at all possible. 


‘| wonder which of you two will win that silly bet you had,' 
Rose said thinking she'd been sure it would have been Peter 
at the start. But now she wasn't so sure if either would. 

‘You, | expect,' Blake said accusationally to Rose. 

Then the door bell rang. 

With a cry of 'Bring on the ravenous whores,’ Blake, in 
fabulous black shirt and plum chinos that held very tightly 
to his ankles, jumped up and ran to the door. 

There was a silence followed by a gasp and a tiny giggle. 

‘It's that shop boy,' Blake screamed so all could hear, 
‘Why's he here?’ 

‘For me,' Rose said in confidential tones, 'Here's here for 
me. He's been a big help,’ she said as she raced to the door. 
The twilight was still brilliant enough to illuminate Rose's 
richly pale face. Scott looked shiningly proud to be greeted 
by Rose. 

Glimpsing Scott's thickly swarthy body encased in too 
tight shirt and slacks Blake had a strong suspicion Scott was 
certainly a big help in the way that counted most. Straight 
girls have no idea how lucky they are, Blake thought. They 
simply have to look pretty in a Wetherspoons or lost ona 
street to find the most attractive of men chatting them up. 

Nervous, Scott pressed well meant convenience store 
flowers into Rose's hands, looked very hard at Rose's 
expanse of milky skin and began to talk rapidly about the 
weather. Noticing Blake lingering in the strangely long hall, 
Scott manfully offered his hand and began to engage Blake 
in friendly, interested tones. 

After Blake had watched Scott for a few moments too 
long, and answered Scott's many nervous questions with a 
silent look of bewilderment, he eventually shook Scott's 
hand and drew him into the drawing room. 

Rose followed, her heart racing. Was it a mistake to invite 
Scott? Was she simply, and very selfishly, showing off to her 
friends a nice young man she'd attracted? Something they'd 
failed to achieve. 


‘| do hope there's beer,’ Rose said as they passed from 
the hallway to the atmospheric drawing room. 

To her delight Blake and Peter were very nice to Scott 
who they liked for his pretty, energetic body and felt 
confident with due to his seriously working class everything. 
Peter, enlivened by wine, quickly became the dazzlingly 
attentive and friendly host Rose knew he could be. 

For some time she watched Peter, handsome in 
candlelight, talk about the state of Britain's banking 
(appalling), government finances (non existent) and 
incapacity benefit (excessive). 

Then the drawing room door opened and, to everyone's 
Surprise Beefy appeared in monochrome outfit with what 
could only be described as a model on his arm. 

Even Blake was momentarily lost for words as he took in 
the woman's endless skinny legs, her red dress akin to a 
hanky and harsh asymmetric bob partly shaven on one side 
of her little head. Meanwhile she immediately spied Rose 
sitting gorgeously serene, her curls spilling over her bare 
shoulders, and frowned. Too young for botox, a frown was 
her characteristic expression. 

Peter welcomed the two into the drawing room as if 
Beefy were a guest. 

‘Who's your plus one?' Blake asked Beefy who seemed a 
stranger. 

‘This is Sibel my, er, friend, from work. Not a plus one,' 
he said and seemed very pleased to introduce her until he 
perceived a tiny, impossibly glamorous creature perched on 
the corner of the sofa. 

'Oh,' Beefy said and was noticeably moved by Rose's 
magnetic black bodice, luminous white decollete and tiny 
shoulders. He'd never seen her in a skirt so short. Her legs 
were just as he'd always hoped they might be. He cleared 
his throat, nodded at Rose and turned to Sibel. 

Sibel was noticeably moved by Beefy's tactlessness. She 
was almost ready to destroy the silly pretence he'd insisted 


upon of her acting as his faghag. She could see the house 
was very nice, knew the rent to be remarkably cheap and 
thought it fun and modern to tell her friends her boyfriend 
pretended to be a gay. But was it worth this humiliation? 

Fortunately Peter jumped up with glasses of wine and 
began cooing nicely around Beefy and Sibel asking kind, 
attentive questions about their work and their friendship. As 
Sibel was such a good liar it soon became clear, if there had 
been any doubt, that Sibel was Beefy's fag hag. 

When the wine gave out Peter and Rose made their 
excuses and retreated to the kitchen. Blake soon followed. 

‘He's got a lesbian fag hag?' Blake asked confused and 
thinking about Sibel's severe hairdo which was a violent 
cross between a bob and a french crop. 

‘Looks like it,’ Peter said and shrugged, 'But what's 
happened to that squat Latino Jose?’ 

No one knew. 

'I like her,’ Rose said uncertainly as she assuredly 
decorated a cake stand with vegetables. Her smooth, 
varnished hands moved rapidly. She did so love these silly 
little fripperies and had a deserved confidence in her 
decorations. Years devoted to Miss Tollington - whose shop 
windows were the wonder of 1970s Greenwich - were not 
wasted. 


The dinner party progressed as might be expected at 151 
in that it was part Brideshead Revisited, part tawdry floor 
show and all Desperately Seeking Susan. 

Blake provided the floor show, while the decadence of 
Peter's lavish catering had been upped to a luxury not seen 
since last year's house-warming of 151. No one expected, 
no one really wanted it, but Peter had ordered all the 
champagne, pink gin and silly little treats like indoor 
fireworks and vials of glittering stars considered the height 
of aspirational sophistication. They were sprinkled liberally 
on the black gloss dining table to please his house mates. 


Peter wasn't ostentatious he was simply rich and sweet 
nothings like Moet champagne went with the job. Moreover 
they went with the quiet luxury of the huge dining room at 
151 with its thick white carpet, impressively petite 
chandeliers and unexpectedly colourful deco mural. 

Peter perhaps was enjoying his largesse more than most. 

A little concerned Rose said, after refusing another top up 
from him, ‘It's easy to get in a top up situation and then not 
be able to get out of it.’ She'd seen how suspiciously Scott 
had viewed the champagne and had been charmed. 

Peter, suddenly defensive, said, 'Oh, you mean I'm 
drinking too much?’ 

Knowing the truth of it he was unwilling to admit it to 
another. Especially not dear, innocent Rose. He felt he 
should provide a decent, stable presence for her. 

‘No, not at all,' she lied, ‘It's just, the units do mount up.’ 
She noticed Scott was paying close attention. So did Peter. 

‘Have you ever seen a unit?' Peter asked Rose sharply. 

Rose looked confused. 

‘This is a unit!’ Peter declared after downing a large glass 
of champagne and refilling it with a minuscule amount. He 
appeared inebriated and wild. 

‘Peter, please,’ Rose whispered and looked at him 
imploringly. Scott looked at him daggers. If Peter wasn't the 
host Scott might have intervened by now. As it was Blake 
did. 

‘How is Peter expected to date sober,' Blake said with 
barely a smile, ' You've seen what he's like sober.' Blake tried 
a little laugh that went flat so he immediately lit another 
candle. The thwack of the match made Rose jump. 

‘| think Peter's very nice sober,' Rose said quietly trying 
to put a line under the discussion. 

‘No doubt you're right,' Peter muttered ashamed to have 
upset Rose so. 

He knew her feminine stoicism hid a weak, girlish 
propensity to cry over silly shows of anger. He really ought 


not to have become angry with Rose. Feeling ashamed of 
himself he tried to lighten the atmosphere that was 
languishing somewhere between car crash TV and the 
depression of a Monday morning. 

‘How's Jose?’ Peter asked Beefy. 

'He's great,’ Beefy replied with an inane smile and 
glanced at Sibel who had been remarkably quiet, 'We're 
working hard at the preparations for London Fashion Week. ' 

‘How exciting,’ Blake said, ‘Is it?' he asked wondering if 
Beefy might have any positions he could fill. 

‘Not really. Hard work, really. Being shouted at by the 
boss and stuff, you see.' Beefy seemed uncharacteristically 
uncomfortable as the centre of his house mates' attention. 

Everyone nodded but didn't see. 

‘Beefy's very good with his hands for a gay,' Sibel said 
suddenly. 

‘| can imagine,' Blake said knowingly. 

‘Yes,' Beefy said and cleared his throat, 'I'm making the 
catwalk at the moment.’ Flushed, he deftly rolled up the 
sleeve of his grey Oxford style shirt. 

‘A gay like you ought to be on the cat walk,' Blake said 
and Sibel tittered with a nod and raised eyebrows. 

‘Here's to Beefy and Jose,' Sibel said unexpectedly and 
suddenly enlivened. 

Her lovely long, slim arm raised a glass. Hitherto she'd 
been subdued but the combination of alcohol and this silly 
charade had brought out her sarcastic humour. 

As everyone raised their glasses Beefy caught Rose's eye 
across the candlelit table. In a second it was as if they'd 
been connected by a cord and were intimately close. A 
brightness, more intense than the candlelight sparked 
between them. Rose almost gasped. 

Beefy closed his eyes and said suddenly, his voice 
cracking, 'I wish Jose were here... with me. But... you see.. 
there's something | haven't told you... yet,' Beefy 
stammered and petered out. He opened his eyes to find 


everyone staring. Inordinately embarrassed he closed his 
eyes again. 'We've argued and... er... I'm not... er we're 
not... getting on all that well,’ Beefy said with a sense of real 
Sadness and pursed his lips in regret. 

After a silence in which everyone eyed each other 
interestedly he said quietly, 'How's work, Blake?' to break 
the silence. 

'Work's fine. It always is,' Blake replied hastily and to 
divert attention asked Scott about his own job. 

Rose found herself answering for him. 'Scott works in 
Greenwich high street as do I,' she said importantly. 

‘Yes, | know that, Rose, dear. What shop do you work in?' 
Blake asked haughtily. 

‘The sports shop, do you know it?' Scott said. 

‘Can't say | do,' Blake said without interest, 'Cut the 
cheese cake will you, Rose, it looks delicious,’ he added. He 
would have stood and hugged sad, lonely Beefy but Sibel 
was already ministering fag hag duties remarkably well. 


As Rose had promised come the magic time, nine o'clock, 
Peter and Blake stood as if by some pre arranged sign (the 
prearranged sign being the time) and looked ready to dash 
out. Rose looked reluctant but accepting, Peter and Blake 
excited and tight. Scott looked confused and disappointed. 
Beefy looked only at Rose and Sibel watched him. 

‘Who's coming to the Rose and Crown,' Blake barked 
blowing out the candles he'd so nicely lit a few hours ago, 
‘All of you | hope,' he added. 

Seeing a chance to be alone and snoop through the 
wondrous town house Beefy quite rightly loved, Sibel, 
holding his hand, declared that they were having an early 
night. There was a pause in the arrangement of fur coats, 
bomber jackets and full length frock coats. 

‘| don't like Sibel taking the train alone, you see,' Beefy 
said quickly and smartly put her hand back down. 


Blake quite understood as he didn't like taking the train 
at the best of times and certainly not with a butch lesbian 
like Sibel on it too so he nodded and said intimately, ‘best 
not to, dear,' to Sibel. 

‘But you can still come to the pub,' Blake said, 'There are 
always gay girls there, you know, quite a few. We don't mind 
that kind of thing now,' he went on and explained the many 
varieties and types of lesbian (naturally all in the employ of 
the NHS) that might be found pushed to the back corner of 
the Rose and Crown. And, taking Beefy by the arm, he 
promised to find him another hotino to love. 

So it was that the entire dinner party found themselves 
regaled by Peter and Blake singing Kylie and Jason's 
‘Especially for You' at the Rose and Crown's crowded, 
pulsating karaoke night. Of course it wasn't just the dinner 
party that were subjected to the drunken tirade but most of 
Greenwich's gays too who had turned out in force for the 
local drag queen. 

‘And now we're back together, together,’ Blake and Peter 
screamed so drunk they had no sense of the volume, the 
pitch nor the tastelessness of their performance. Mercifully 
the popular ditty, and Peter and Rose's all time favourite 
song, came to an abrupt end when the drag queen - Della 
Catessen - was announced early. 

Giving Della a hard stare which was ignored Blake 
stumbled down to where his house mates were sitting 
quietly in the corner of the pub. 

‘| can't stand drag,' Blake shouted in an attempt to drown 
out the drag queen's hackneyed jokes, 'Unless I'm in drag 
myself!' he shouted in the direction of the stage where Della 
had began her repartee bejewelled in silver beehive, thick 
legs in tights and a 50s style iridescent party dress 
evocative of an excess of show hall pleasure. 

‘Here, here,' Peter added drunkenly and stumbled against 
Blake who he held on to for support. To his utter dismay the 
drag queen turned towards them. 


‘What have we queer, then,' Della said turning the 
spotlight and the weight of his irony upon Peter and Blake. 
The whole pub turned to look at the two boys. Peter gulped. 

‘Oh shut up you washed up old hag,' Blake shouted wildly 
his red face shining in the spotlight. 

‘Aren't you two a little young and pretty to be so drunk?’ 
Della asked kindly. 

‘We're too young and pretty to be sober and suffer you,' 
Peter said surprisingly finding a mean kind of defiance 
swelling within him. It wasn't pretty. 

'Yeah,' Blake added. 

‘| see Little Lord Fauntleroy and his gentleman's 
gentleman have been at the drinks cabinet again,’ Della 
said to the quiet amusement of the pub. 

‘Yeah, but we're young and rich,' Blake shouted madly to 
whoops and gasps from the crowd and a pathetic kind of 
whimper from Rose. It was an intense relief to find Beefy's 
protective hand on her arm. Rose felt sure Beefy could 
defend her from anything. Except, perhaps Sibel. Sibel was 
monstrously possessive of Beefy for a fag hag. Perhaps Sibel 
thought Rose ought to stick by her own gay? Rose 
wondered, quietly terrified. 

‘Money can't buy you happiness, or love, dear one,' Della 
laughed, 'And aren't you the vicious queen that runs that 
Ridiculous blog?’ 

‘Yeah. You're on it next,’ Blake cried out and giggled 
falsely. 

‘Oh, | will be on it. Voicing my outrage at your 
homophobic attacks, especially about that sweet boy ina 
wheelchair. You'll be in one next. That's all you deserve,' 
Della spat in real anger. 

There was a pause as Blake tried to fathom what the 
drag queen had been saying. 

He still didn't quite get it but sensed an insult of some 
kind. So he lunged at Della who, with trembling beehive and 
swinging pearls, looked quite afraid for a moment. 


That was until her agent and erstwhile boyfriend flew at 
Blake from behind the upright piano and hurled him to the 
floor of the pub. As floor was in short supply in the busy pub 
Blake found himself dizzy, frightened and trampled upon in 
a crush of legs. A pair of distressed brogues grazed his 
cheek. 

As he scrambled to get up he was torn from the tangle of 
legs by his assailant and thrown from the door of the pub 
where he narrowly missed a passing van. 

Peter, having sprinted from the pub before falling to the 
same fate, appeared at the side door and rushed to Blake's 
aid. Of course it was raining and the gutters gurgled with an 
excess of muddy water reflecting the orange of the street 
lamps. 

Sitting on the kerb wet and a mess it took the two 
shamed friends some time to get their bearings. 

Blake muttered something unintelligible trying to 
maintain a silly show of defiance. Peter nodded and, on 
hearing the pub door swing open with the hubbub and 
pleasure contained within, glanced back. 

To his horror and eternal shame Dave appeared at the 
door with a portly gay. Dave looked terrifically healthy with 
radiant skin made even more perfect in the moonlight and 
an appealingly masculine mix of jeans, double breasted mac 
and pointed pumps. A thick grey scarf at his neck. 

Peter hung his head in shame as Dave shook his. 

‘| thought you were different,’ Dave said quietly sad and 
disappeared into the night with his friend. 

So did I, Peter thought as the rain became fiercer, the 
northerly wind colder and his distance from happiness 
further than ever. 


Chapter 15 


The explosions and multicoloured excitement of 
Blackheath's fireworks were a foreign, distant dream to 
Peter and Blake the following Saturday night. 

For the first time in five years they stayed at home, 
painfully hung over and vaguely remorseful, missing the 
glittering, fiery pleasure of bonfire night. That night, so 
looked forward to like a lit up jewel in the otherwise drear 
and depressing bleakness of winter, was closed to them. 

They couldn't face the crowds of gays from the pub that 
would be up there on the heath enjoying the evening. And, 
moreover, a stern and disappointed Rose had banned them 
as punishment. 

The fantastic explosions and sparkling shimmers seemed 
to taunt them in the drawing room of 151 and even the 
thick curtains couldn't block out the many colours that lit 
up the night's sky. 

The beats had dropped on the euphoric dance anthem 
that had been their life for the last few weeks. When the 
tune would kick back in from the dub step chaos they didn't 
know. But it was clear the track had yet to climax. 

As Peter nursed his hangover with many a sigh and 
Blake reviewed the comments on his blog with an 
increasing horror Rose and Beefy were excitedly enjoying 
the spectacular fireworks display atop Blackheath. 

Around them crowds of well wrapped up revellers 
surged, the smell of popcorn and roasted nuts was a delight 
and even a mist crept up from Greenwich park. In the 
distance the towers of Canary Wharf seemed like 
mysterious mountains of heavenly light. 

‘Will you be able to work things out with Jose?' Rose 
asked tentatively to the sound of a thousand glittering 


explosions. 

‘What, the catwalk?’ Beefy said immediately and took a 
mouthful of beefburger, 'Yeah we'll get it sorted,' he said 
nodding his head vigorously. 

Rose paused. She took a breath. She pulled her 
grandmother's fur coat around her against the cold. 
Underneath she wore an exquisite sweater which suited 
her very well and a flared pair of sensible cords. On her 
head an inappropriate and huge floppy hat. She spoke. 

‘No, no, I mean Jose and you. ' 

‘Ah, er, yes! Jose and me... we'll be fine,' he said 
backtracking somewhat, 'That is, we might be fine. I love 
reunions,’ he mumbled under his breath. 

Thinking he was much more blasé about his argument 
with Jose than he seemed last night she said tentatively, 
‘Where is Jose tonight? If you want to get back to him...'. 
She trailed off and glanced at the incredible curve of 
Beefy's chin, his narrow temples and robust neck 
illuminated dramatically by the fireworks. 

‘Jose's Catholic,' Beefy said rapidly, hoping that his 
quickly found excuse would fool Rose. It did; she nodded 
knowingly. 

Comfortable in Beefy's presence Rose oohed and ahhed 
and, once, at the sight of an incredible silver curtain of 
sparkles Rose practically squeaked. 

Smiling at her girlish joy, so different to Sibel's cold 
demeanour, there was nothing Beefy wanted to do more at 
that moment than to take Rose's tiny frame in his strong 
arms. He pictured her pink lips acquiescing to his, her soft 
cheek against his and her hands on his neck. 

‘I'm so glad you moved in, you know,' Rose began to say 
before she was cut short by a particularly large explosion 
and found herself fall against Beefy's wide frame and 
dashing Comme de Garcons frock coat. Suddenly 
breathless and giddy with desire she tried to recover 
herself. 


‘It's wonderful,' Rose gabbled after a clearing of the 
throat and scrabble in handbag, 'the example you can set to 
them with your real, you know, genuine love.’ 

'Yes,' he said drearily. 

‘How did you know you were in love with Jose?’ she 
asked avoiding his eyes. 

‘Oh, er, I just admired, er him, I mean, his quiet 
strength,’ he stumbled glancing towards Rose, ‘and we're 
always together at work and he is, er, Jose is very funny,' he 
smiled genuinely at the thought of Jose's antics, 'And very 
pretty,' Beefy said glancing at Rose's wondrous face. 

If Rose had looked into his eyes his lies would have been 
clear even to her. But it was dark and they reflected only 
fireworks. 

'I think you're a calming influence on Blake and Peter,' 
Rose said thinking how romantically Beefy had described 
his love for Jose. 

‘They do seem excitable,' Beefy agreed. 

‘Yes, but they weren't so much. Well, Peter wasn't so 
much. But he's so caught up in finding a man,' here she 
trailed off and looked sadly at a couple playing with 
sparklers. 

Seeing this Beefy told Rose to wait where she was. He 
rushed towards the bright oasis of stalls and returned with 
sparklers. 

Touched, Rose offered to pay. Beefy wouldn't hear of it 
and soon they were laughing and tracing all kinds of words 
cross the night's sky. 

One word Beefy wrote but Rose didn't see. If she had 
she would have recognised immediately her own name 
made out in brilliant white sparkles. 

Presently the fireworks display came to an end and to 
his delight Rose, quite casually, put her arm through his. 
Beefy's unseen smile was a delight of happiness. 

They made their way with the loud, happy crowds down 
Chesterfield Walk. 


Rose chattered contentedly about the fireworks being 
the best she'd ever seen and what a shame it was that the 
boys had been too naughty to join them. 

Around them groups and couples laughed and joked. 
Some families still carried sparklers. The atmosphere had a 
rare, eternal feel with the smell of gunpowder heavy in the 
air and the ancient villas yielding an appealing 
permanence. 

Rose imagined families for decades, maybe hundreds of 
years, wandering from Blackheath to Greenwich after a 
happy, simple evening of fireworks. For a moment she 
missed having a boyfriend to call her own. 

Perhaps sensing this Beefy asked, 'Shall I come to 
Interior Motives tomorrow and help with the 
refurbishments?’ 

‘Oh, Beefy, yes, of course. I'd love that,' she said and 
instinctively rubbed his arm but then added, ‘Scott will be 
there too, you know.' 

Beefy didn't know. He wanted to ensure that Scott would 
not be there for much longer. 


Later that night Rose found a pathetic looking Peter 
curled up in the drawing room. He held an old Elizabeth 
Bowen novel and was fingering it sadly. 

With a silent elegance Rose glided around the coffee 
table and sat close at hand. Her rosy cheeks were still 
adjusting to the warmth of the room and her eyes had a 
bright, lit up element. 

Peter looked at her with a vacant, sad eye. It took a 
moment for him to warm to her as his instinct demanded. 
Perhaps it was because he was half asleep. He sat up and 
began to speak with an earnestness and without his usual 
circumspect, held in manner. 

‘Being gay is the worst thing that's happened to me,' he 
said as abruptly as it was sad. 

‘Oh, Peter,’ Rose demurred. 


‘It is, Rose,' he said strongly morbid and with a powerful 
hand gesture out from him as if he'd pushed all that 
silliness away, 'You and I, we might have, well,' he said 
pursing his lovely lips, 'And I've upset my Mum already.' He 
looked down and then slumped down. A pent up energy he 
might have had collapsing. He might have sunk through the 
sofa. 

Rose looked worried and then smiled. Then she shook 
her head. 

‘Your Mum...' she began in an upbeat manner but was 
cut short. 

‘I'm destroying my liver. I can't shift this weight,' he said 
in a sad anger, 'The Daily Mail was right. The gay lifestyle 
is dangerous. I've become the kind of gay I despised. ' 

‘It's not a lifestyle. You can live as you please. You're far 
too melancholy for a man of 27.' 

‘I'm a victim of being gay.' 

‘You're not gay,’ Rose said sharply. 

Peter looked askance. 

'I mean you're a person not a gay. You're a person... a 
man,' she emphasised and sat close to Peter, her hand 
resting on his knee, "Take time out from the scene. Come 
and help me at the shop,' she said and placed her head on 
his shoulder. 

‘You're far too good to me, Rose,' Peter said a little 
encouraged, 'But I feel ugly on the inside.’ He tossed the 
novel down. One page became creased. 

‘You're not! This is ridiculous,' Rose said losing patience 
somewhat. 

Absent mindedly she stood and rolled up her sleeves 
setting the book straight. Now would be a good time to 
wash up she thought if washing up were ever done at 151. 
But such humble distractions were all automated or dealt 
with by Dorota. 

‘Look at what you do for me and Blake. And at work,' 
Rose said gracefully struggling a little to find recent 


examples of his internal beauty. Rose's face had become a 
little flushed. Whether from the warmth of 151 or the strain 
of the conversation it was not clear. 'And you've made an 
awful lot of new friends.’ 

Rose was becoming keen, almost impatient, to draw a 
line under this episode, this whole weekend. She was about 
to offer to make a cup of decaffeinated tea when Peter 
spoke. 

‘I suppose it's not all bad being gay,' he said in a way as 
to suggest that it was much worse than all bad. 
Nevertheless Rose grabbed at the notion. 

‘Yes not all bad. Not bad at all really,’ she said with a 
false brightness, "Time will tell,' she said mysteriously 
wondering why she had, 'You know... In the future when all 
this is over. I mean when, as, we... er,' Rose hesitated. What 
did she mean? 

Peter looked at her expectantly. His sad little eyes and 
the touching, almost childlike way he'd turned to Rose ata 
time of need touched her deeply. Moreover it was 
reassuring. Old notions began to creep back into her 
sensitive, feminine mind. 

‘I'd love it if we might...' Rose said and hesitated. Did 
she hear a stirring in the hall? Might it be Beefy? Peter's 
heightened expectation was surely affecting her. 

'Yes?' Peter asked. 

‘In the future...' Another hesitation and a glance towards 
the door. Perhaps even the biting of a perfectly painted lip. 
And then, 'I'd love it if we could date... double date,' Rose 
said swiftly, exhaled and went to the door. There was no 
one there. It had been her imagination. 

‘Oh, yes. One day,' Peter said quietly. 


Chapter 16 


Rose busied herself in the dear, rarefied atmosphere of 
Interior Motives. She swept from newly silvered clothes rail 
to pretty furniture and accessory tableaux. 

A watery but bright winter's light filtered through the 
enormous Edwardian windows and multiplied through the 
many sparkled and sequinned items. Those items included 
Rose's signature 1930s dress which shimmered and swung 
around her. It was not at all suitable for the final heavy 
lifting to ready Interior Motives for its magical launch into 
the high fashion, low impact retail heaven Rose had 
planned. 

But she had a man to do the heavy lifting leaving her to 
critically appraise her arrangement of vintage separates at 
the clothes rails and make up range at the dark wood 
knick-knack table. She moved the nearly nude collection of 
make ups in front of the silver compacts. 

‘Would you like a cup of tea, Beefy?' Rose enquired as he 
heaved out a set of burgundy dining chairs. 

‘You are strong!' Rose twittered on impressed with his 
naturally robust strength, 'I couldn't have done all this 
without you,' she added and began to make her special 
brew of Earl Grey and English Breakfast. In the lapsed 
luxury of Interior Motives the special aroma provided the 
ideal mix of familiar strength and rarefied elegance. 

From behind her Beefy watched Rose deftly make the 
tea. Her slim wrists twinkled with silver bracelets and her 
Pre-Raphaelite curls tickled at her neck. Steam billowed 
around her giving her an other worldly air. 

‘I'm so glad to have a friend like you,' Rose said turning 
round with the two large cups. Beefy looked away quickly. 
‘You'll hate this, I know,' she went on after a sip of the 


reviving tea, 'I'm a silly but I feel so relaxed with gay men. I 
really couldn't talk to you like this if you were, you know.' 
Was she saying too much? Rose intended to show her 
gratitude for his help but she showed so much more. 

‘Couldn't you?' Beefy asked and cleared his throat. 
Ought he stop her talking so candidly? Would she be angry 
he didn't stop her saying too much? When? Fuck! When 
could he come out! 

Did he have an inkling of the painful lies some poor 
closeted gay men had to weave simply in order to stay 
alive? Probably not but he was learning much. He owed gay 
men a huge debt. 

‘No, I really don't think I ever could,’ she said thinking 
she was sure about that. But as she said it she became less 
sure. Beefy was very easy to talk to but was that anything 
to do with him being gay? she wondered. 

Her heavily kohled eyes looked hesitantly towards him. 
The winter's light flooded around him emphasising his wide 
shoulders and impressive girth. Rose had a strong sense of 
Chanel No 5. She lifted a wrist to her nose. 'You have 
that...‘ Rose said with a strongly reminiscent emotion. 

'Yes?' Beefy said and took a step towards her. 

‘That relaxed manner ' she went on quickly and quite 
warmly. She smiled in her particular way. 'You want to hear 
what I have to say, I think.’ Diamond earrings sparkled at 
her exceedingly lovely neck. 

‘What about Scott?' Beefy asked unable to hold back. 

‘Scott's a dear, sweet boy, but... well.' She looked 
sorrowful for a moment. A curl fell across her cheek. 

Beefy moved towards her and would have embraced her 
had he not feared spoiling everything. 

'I think I've misled him,' she said looking down. She 
turned suddenly as a cloud passed over Interior Motives. A 
lorry thundered along Greenwich High Street. 

‘I think he's mistreated you,' Beefy said quickly shaking 
his head. He appeared massive in comparison to Rose. 


‘He hasn't,’ Rose said with a shake of the head, perhaps 
reflecting Beefy. Did a frown pass her pretty little face? 
‘I've used him,' she said and looked around the shop. So 
much of it she couldn’t have achieved without Scott. She 
knew all along he did it to please her. 

'I think you're being hard on yourself,’ Beefy laughed 
thinking how could any man not fall in love with Rose. How 
could he not? 

For a woman like Rose a boy like Scott would surely go 
to any length for just a kind word or a cup of tea made by 
her ladylike hand. Beefy knew he himself would. 

He moved another step towards her. In a moment she 
might be in his arms her tiny body yielding to his. His 
hands on her neck his eyes across her pinkly bright face. 

‘Dear Rose,' Beefy said. 

Rose looked at him quizzically until both were disturbed 
by the tinkling of the bell. It indicated a presence in the 
room. 

‘Alright, Rose, Beef,’ Scott said popping in on his break 
from the sports shop, 'What's going on ‘ere, then?’ 

‘Beefy's just helping me with my bits and boobs, I mean, 
bobs,' Rose said genuinely pleased to see Scott. 

She drew him into the shop and began to talk in happy 
tones about what they'd achieved that morning. Scott 
looked at what Beefy had done with the critical eye of an 
expert at menial tasks. He remained silent. 

‘Tea?' Rose said, 'I'll make a normal one,' she offered. 

‘I'll ‘ave what e's 'aving,' Scott said abruptly. Rose looked 
at him. 

‘Oh, of course. Are you sure?' she asked. 

‘Yeah I'm sure.' Scott bounced nervously on the spot. His 
tremendous energy was apparent. 

Aware of an atmosphere Rose found her hand shaking 
slightly as she poured the tea from the jet black tea pot. 

Men can be so silly she thought. Even gay men like 
Beefy. Shaking her curls she turned quickly to find the two 


men watching her in silence. She looked back at the tea pot 
and said, 'sugar?' in a high, nervous tone even though she 
knew full well Scott had three heaped spoons. Scott 
nodded. 

Rose added a tiny spoonful of sugar to her own. 

‘Can you stay, Scott, or do you have to get back?' she 
asked encouragingly. It was wonderful that she found her 
voice to be much calmer, almost more womanly, than she'd 
expected. But that's the power of one's own special cup of 
tea. 

Beefy looked daggers at Scott. He might not have meant 
to. But he did. 

‘I've gotta get back, Rose. But I'm not sure about leaving 
ya wiv im,' Scott said without indicating Beefy. 

‘Who, Beefy?' Rose said and soon tittered, 'Don't be silly, 
Scott, Beefy's gay,' she said with a hopeless little hand 
gesture. Suddenly she felt terribly tired. 

‘Gay or not I don't fink 'e should be all over you like 
that.' He bent his knees slightly suggesting a pent up 
violence restrained. 

‘Like what?’ she asked confused. She hadn't noticed 
Beefy being all over her. If she had she was sure she would 
have known it and possibly rather liked it. 

‘Like he was when I came in.' Scott spoke without 
looking at Rose. His manful pride swelling an attractive 
chest. 

‘He's not, I mean, he wasn't all over me.' 

In a slight instant her eyes glanced nervously at Beefy 
and then away. A notion of unexpressed guilty longing 
hampered her defence. 

Outside the traffic on Greenwich High Street reached a 
kind of din. 

‘He was all over you,' Scott said in a huff and pointed 
roughly at Beefy who turned silently away and disappeared 
into the store room. He wanted to say something to defend 


himself, and even more to defend Rose, but knew he'd get 
carried away and reveal too much. 

'I saw the way he looks at you. Like the way my dog 
looks at a bitch, if you excuse my French.’ His manner was 
het up but becoming sad at the same time. Far away a siren 
screamed. 

Rose shook her head but she did excuse his French. 

With a gruff nod Scott passed Rose his half full cup of 
tea and turned to leave. 

‘Scott, oh,' Rose said moving from the counter to the 
open door where Scott paused. The maddening sound of 
traffic shot intensely into the strange vacuum of Interior 
Motives. The clock of St Olavs struck midday then a 
separate wall clock in Interior Motives began to ring out 
too. The moment extended painfully. 

Rose gulped. She felt indebted to Scott. Moreover she 
liked him and couldn’t bear to argue with anyone let alone 
someone who had been as nice to her as Scott. 

‘Please come back after work... if you want,' Rose said 
quietly so Beefy wouldn't hear her. 

Her feminine heart ached from the conflict and the 
thought that she had purposefully led Scott on. She 
wondered how she could make it up to him. 

Scott, closer to Rose's tender, truly beautiful face, close 
enough to kiss, nodded sharply. He disappeared into the 
bright, broad midday throng of tourists on the high street. 

Returning from the store room after the very dangerous, 
very painful episode Beefy said, 'What was that all about?’ 
He hoped to break the brittle spell that hung over Interior 
Motives. 

Rose said nothing for a while. In a kind of meditative 
state she began to arrange deco picture frames and 
Victorian paper weights. 

‘He thinks you're not gay,' she said. 

Her eyes cast nervously across the arrangements but 
her hands were remarkably still. Awaiting his response her 


mind was aflood with questions and unbelievable dreams. 

‘I don't know where he got that idea,' Beefy said, 
strangely calm, and began to move the set of dining chairs, 
‘Where do you want these?’ he asked without looking at 
Rose. 

‘Oh, anywhere you like,’ Rose said quietly. 

Feigning a cough she wiped a silent tear from her eye. 


Chapter 17 


After a week of going easy on the scene, Peter and Blake 
were keen to go hard on the scene. They'd learned their 
lesson, or so they thought, of excessive drinking, partying 
and being whorebag boyzillas. 

They solemnly vowed in front of a stern looking Rose not 
to go over the top at G-A-Y bar the following Friday night. 
Peter even swore on an original LP of Like A Prayer so keen 
was he to show he took it seriously. 

To Blake not going over the top meant letting or, rather, 
making Peter pay for all the drinks and to Peter it meant, 
letting a bottom go over the top on him. 

The trouble was they'd both had a week of very boring 
evenings. Peter had worked late then worked out late at the 
gym. Blake had deleted the offensive comments from his 
blog and had even considered deleting the offending photo. 

But he was not a gay to be swayed by the views of other 
gays and believed in the freedom of the gay press. He 
enjoyed being a Queerella de Ville of sorts and that was the 
end of it. Or so he thought. 

So it was with a hyped excitement at being back in Soho 
after all of a week, fuelled by only one preloaded bottle of 
champagne left over from the dinner party, Peter and Blake 
burst into G-A-Y bar. 

The sight of many young, comely bodies in tight T-shirts 
and an array of strangely shaped jeans and chinos was 
exciting. The thought of coming over their young bodies 
and making strange shapes in bed with them was even 
more exciting. 

The camp soundtrack of 80s hi NRG and 90s pulsating 
acid house provided the soundtrack that perfectly framed 
their thoughts, desires and aspirations. 


‘My broad is back!' Blake said loudly to Peter who 
couldn't hold back a giggle. 

That was until it took an age to get served. 

Sick of being pushed and pulled and getting nowhere 
near the neon pink bar, Blake led Peter to the upstairs bar. 
But they didn't have much more luck there. 

Jostled and elbowed by hard looking queens, a look of 
desperation was in Blake's eyes. While they'd promised not 
to over do it they didn't expect not to do anything at all. 

‘I simply must have a drink,' screamed Blake to Peter 
over the pounding music and he practically stamped his 
foot. He received more appalled glances than usual. Not 
everyone enjoyed Blake's histrionics but no one enjoyed 
them more than he did. 

Blake noticed a black boy who he'd favourited on Grindr 
and waved at him but, instead of receiving a bright smile 
from the handsome man, Blake was sure he caught an ugly 
scowl. He opened up Grindr and sent a message to another 
man he wasn't too keen on but had been keeping in store in 
case of a gaymergency. Minutes passed but no message 
was returned even though Blake was sure the man was in 
G-A-Y bar due to his location indicated on Grindr. 

‘Shall we go to the Yard,' Peter suggested helpfully, 
‘There'll be no one there. There never is.' 

Peter nodded and, though it took an age to get past the 
masses of rude, boorish gay boys eventually they were out 
on Old Compton Street. 

Soho was as busy as ever and their disappointment at 
the poor reception at G-A-Y began to fade into the muscular 
intensity of the scene. 

It was slow going on Old Compton Street because large 
groups of Latinos and small groups of Londoners did seem 
to insist on getting in Blake's way. He was pushed to the 
limit by a particularly annoying group of lesbians who he 
threatened to put on his blog. They simply laughed and 
looked away though he was sure one scowled. So he 


scowled back unwilling to take such impertinence from a 
gay and especially not from a lesbian. 

Eventually they made it to the Yard but there was a 
terrible queue to get in. So, naturally, Blake went to the 
front of it and tried to queue hop. The bouncer was an 
acquaintance as Blake had acquainted him with his cock 
some months ago. But exasperatingly the bouncer refused 
to acknowledge Blake. 

Furious, Blake stormed off to sniggers from the queue. 
Peter followed having not been sure they should jump the 
queue in the first place. 

‘What's going on?' Blake said once they'd momentarily 
given up on bars and bought some cans at the off-licence on 
Rupert Street. They sat high up on St Anne's church wall 
on Wardour Street and looked longingly at the Duke of 
Wellington pub. The attractive mix of young, trendy bears 
in T-shirts and rugby players in sportswear spilled out on to 
the cobbled street. 

Peter was about to suggest it was only because they 
were used to arriving at so Soho very early when a portly 
middle aged man approached Blake and began to hurl 
abuse. 

At first Blake was sure it was a tramp so dishevelled and 
incomprehensible the man was. But then it became 
apparent the dishevelment was of a Paul Smith trench coat 
and a Botang silk wool mix suit. 

'A disgrace,’ the man said, 'a bitchy bastard,' he went on 
frothing a little at the mouth. 

Shocked and then frightened Blake pulled his legs up 
from the wall and looked at Peter in horror. 

Blake couldn't understand a word of what was being 
said. The man, with a strong northern accent, or was he 
foreign? ranted and shouted and almost struck at Blake. 

The happy buzz of the Duke of Wellington died down 
perceptibly and a group began to form around the wall 
where Blake and Peter sat. 


‘What? What? I can't understand,' Blake said, shaking on 
the wall. He looked left and right sharply for an escape. He 
held his hand out towards Peter but Peter just looked at it 
in shock. 

‘You give gays a bad name,' the man shouted, his unruly 
gestures almost turning violent. 

‘I'm not a celebrity,’ Blake said, confusedly wondering if 
he's been mistaken for a boy band member again. It had 
been known. But then the reaction had been ecstatic not 
violent. 

‘You're a bigot, a racist, a homophobic prick,' the man 
shouted. 

Peter who had begun to edge away from Blake 
whispered loudly that perhaps it was something to do with 
his blog. 

‘Of course it's that fucking blog,' a skinhead called from 
the crowd, more a seething mob, around them, 'You breed 
hate. You should be pro-gay,' he added. 

‘I am pro-gay; pro-homo,' Blake insisted in a hoarse 
voice, ‘you're short on the facts,' he gabbled on but was 
drowned out by the babble of laughter and anger around 
him. 

‘Short and fat, am I?' a terrible, rough voice shouted out. 
Then a glass flew from the street below and narrowly 
missed Blake, smashing on the metal fence behind him. The 
splintering sound was painful. The situation seemed to get 
getting out of hand. 

Blake began to panic, he looked around wildly for a 
means of escape. A magazine flew through the air and 
stuck him on his chin. An iPad was whirled around, the 
edges seeming appallingly hard and dangerous. 

There was a scream, the crowd surged, a flash of blue 
light. Someone pulled at Blake's leg and he was sure he 
was about to be dragged into the crowd to be stamped 
upon and kicked. He thrashed out with his hands, his neck 
craned away. He was petrified. 


But to his relief it was Peter's hand and within seconds 
they were off the scene and in the relative calm and safety 
of Shaftesbury Avenue. 

Blake found he was shaking and out of breath. 

Under the lights and ornate canopy of The Apollo 
theatre Peter thrust a ripped copy of Boyz at Blake. To his 
horror there was a two page spread about his hateful gay 
blog emphasising the insulting photo title proposing the 
euthanasia of the disabled gay man. 

‘This is what's going on, Blake. It's dreadful, nasty,' Peter 
said, stabbing at the page with his finger. 

‘You're telling me,' Blake replied still looking intently in 
disbelief at the page, 'where did they get that picture of me 
in the hat?' he asked. 

Shocked Peter whacked Blake on the arm. 

‘You're not taking this seriously!' Peter said receiving a 
look from a passing couple. 

‘Don't bitch slap me, dear,' Blake replied on the 
defensive but he was still shaking, 'How can I take this 
seriously? It's rubbish,' he said with a rapidly fraying, 
nervous defiance. 

‘It's all there in black and white,' Peter said and began to 
walk away. He didn't want to go out tonight. Not with the 
attitude of his appallingly shallow, more dangerously 
insulting, friend. 

‘It's in colour actually,' Blake said, following him, 'It's 
harmless,' he said with a shrug of the shoulder. 

‘What if that disabled guy had read it,' Peter said, ' he 
might have tried to top himself or, worse, go straight.’ 

‘You're being ridiculous,' Blake said and pulled Peter 
into a side street. 

Past them buses and taxis hurled sharply down 
Shaftesbury, crowds of theatre goers barged by, many 
looking at the arguing couple. 

‘You're the ridiculous one,' Peter barked, his face garish 
in the dizzying illuminations of Piccadilly Circus. A violent 


northerly wind hurtled past them throwing a newspaper 
across them and grit in their eyes. 

‘No!' Blake screamed irrationally defensive, "Take a look 
at your sorry face. You've all the money in the world. A hot 
bod and still you can't get yourself a man,' he said an anger 
born of shame rising within him, "You're a disgrace to gays. ' 

‘Money doesn't make you happy,’ chocked Peter, 'Can't 
you see that? Stop aping my lifestyle. I should throw you 
out,' Peter replied. He loomed over Blake. 

‘Oh! The bitch becomes a witch,' Blake screamed back, 
‘You can fuck right off with your poor me pour me a drink, I 
can't get a boyfriend routine,' he spat and pushed at Peter, 
‘You hate yourself too much for anyone to take you 
seriously, let alone like you. And don't get me started on 
your Closet case routine at work; pathetic,’ he raged in the 
electric brightness of the night, 'While I may hate myself at 
least I'll always hate you more!’ 

Further abuse coming from that nasty, negative place 
inside all gays, all men, all humans erupted within them. 
That evil that drives humans to hurt those closest to them 
as much, as terribly as they possibly can. It tore at them 
and demeaned and pulled them low. 

There was a whack around the head with the rolled up 
Boyz - a magazine that should never be used as a weapon 
against another gay. 

There was a ineffective push and a rip of cashmere 
sweater - an exquisite DG sweater that should never be 
ripped. 

And before long the two ex friends were tussling in the 
street and making shameful fools of themselves when they 
really ought to have been admitting their failures and 
helping each other to make amends. 

Beyond the fighting, scratching pair the illuminations of 
Piccadilly shone on blinking hypnotically. They promised all 
the seemingly happy, young people that surged from the 
tube station or disgorged from double deckers all the 


sharp, beautifully transitory pleasures London, and they, 
could afford. 


Chapter 18 


‘There's no way two gays can be friends after that 
argument,' Peter said to Rose sadly the following week, 'It's 
simply out of the question. We're barely frenemies now,' he 
said and put down his protein shake, 'We are, well... we 
never were,’ he said with a finality that chilled Rose. She 
folded the newspaper she'd been glancing through. 

Peter and Blake had done their best to avoid each other 
for the last few weeks and had, as a result, made life at 151 
Park Approach unbearable. 

What was once a tidy, organised and comfortably luxe 
serviced house became painfully disorganised and 
primitive. 

Once shared laptops were taken to bedrooms, municipal 
wifi was cut off by uncrackable passwords, the cleaner was 
allowed only into Peter's rooms and items of furniture kept 
disappearing from the drawing room. 

Beefy had even considered outing himself as straight 
and court ejection so awful was the atmosphere there. 

‘Oh, Peter, I mean, really. You used to get along so well,' 
Rose said watching the cold, bare garden in the early dark 
of a winter's Friday evening. The garden was half heartedly 
illuminated with fairy lights and in their eerie glow she 
could see the sharp looking monkey puzzle tree and the 
dead, bare bones of a buddleja. How she'd loved its scent in 
the height of summer. 

'I used to get along well with Microsoft but I'd never go 
back after Apple,' he said and rubbed his bicep. Weeks in 
the gym were paying off but it was a shame how his body 


grew in random spurts. He had no idea what exercises 
worked best. 

‘Don't be flippant,' she said and turned sharply to look at 
Peter. Still her handsome Peter he looked tired and drawn, 
somewhat older than he did a few months before. But the 
winter could do that to anyone. 

‘I'm not being flippant, Rose, I... er... where's my iPod 
touch?' Peter said to the sound of the gas central heating 
firing up again. 

Rose didn't know. And she didn't care. Surely Peter had 
enough gadgets. She had no idea what he did with them. 
Did he? 

‘You're making us all unhappy,’ she said filling the kettle, 
‘Yourself... and... You're making Beefy unhappy,' she said 
hesitantly. 

‘Beefy?’ Peter asked, 'So what? I am unhappy,' he said 
and turned to look at the garden too, 'I'll admit it.' The two 
black squares of window were framed by the excessive, 
hard light of the kitchen spot lights. 

‘You seem it,' Rose said thinking he seemed more 
unhappy than perhaps even he knew. 

‘I'm going to the gym,' Peter huffed having absent 
mindedly felt his doughy stomach. It seemed the rush of 
endorphins from the gym was his only friend and supporter. 
Even Rose wasn't on his side any more. 

‘Not again, Peter, please,' she pleaded, 'please sit quietly 
with me and we'll have a meal,' she said, grabbing at his 
hand, 'It'll be like old times. Happier times,' she murmured 
with a terrible pang of nostalgia. It cut her suddenly in her 
side in that all too familiar way. 

She did so wish they could go back to her and Peter 
sharing a one bedroom flat just outside Greenwich near 
Trafalgar Road. It was cramped and she had the sofa bed 
but they were exhilarated to be young and in London and... 
together. She had a bright, saturated vision of them 


blissfully walking hand in hand along the Thames path after 
their first exciting day at the flat. 

She wanted to tell Peter about Miss Tollington, how 
difficult it had been tackling Interior Motives alone but 
what a wonderful help Scott and Blake had been. She 
hesitated and looked down. 

Her frank, unguarded manner was a shock. Peter looked 
at Rose closely and softened. Seeing the real sadness in her 
lovely eyes Peter agreed. 

I suppose I am very tired,' Peter said quietly with a sigh 
as Rose poked vaguely at the tins in the glossy cupboard, 
‘and it would be lovely to spend an evening with you,' Peter 
smiled. 

Rose, illuminating rapidly, turned and smiled back at 
Peter. Soon the two friends were chatting over a hastily 
thrown together casserole cooked in a tangerine tagine. 

When Peter brought out the cheese plate Rose knew it 
was time to broach the difficult topic of Blake again but 
before she could Peter had already promised to try to make 
amends. 

‘It would be wonderful if you could, Peter,’ Rose said 
brightly, "You're very good friends and I hate to see you 
argue,' she said earnestly. Her hair piled high in a red 
carpet up do gave her a good doing, almost pious air. 

Peter nodded and without a word, took the cheese plate, 
left the kitchen, ascended the stairs of 151 to the second 
floor and knocked quietly on Blake's door. 


‘Come,' a haughty voice said. 

Hesitantly Peter poked his head around the door. He was 
appalled to see the incredible mess of shopping bags, 
clothes and dirty plates but didn't show it. 

The muted flat-screen showed some reality talent show 
celebrating sexual attraction, bitchy vanity and all that was 
wrong with this most aspirational of eras. The purple and 


blue hues framing an excess of flesh and teeth spilled into 
the dimmed room and had an enervating effect. 

‘So that's where the beer fridge went,' Peter said in a 
way he meant to be amusing. 

‘Take it!' Blake spat from his unkempt bed. 

He was wearing only Aussie Bum briefs so effective was 
the underfloor heating combined with gas central heating. 
Carbon footprint meant nothing to Blake unless it was 
absent mindedly imprinted by a sleek Burberry brogue in 
heavenly leather. 

Blake writhed on his bed wildly, "Take it all! I don't want 
it!' he screamed and pulled up a cheap T-shirt from H&M, a 
heavy D&G leather jacket and Banana Republic slacks and 
hurled them towards Peter. 

By now Blake was off the bed and shoving all manner of 
shopping bags and gadgets in Peter's direction. A 2011 
firemen calender went flying. 

'I haven't come here to argue!’ Peter said above the 
chaos gazing at the bluetack stains and ripped Kylie 
posters on his pristine National Trust white walls, 
‘Although I know you've been stealing from me,' he said 
and cast his eyes over the antique 1930s bureau he'd 
bought for himself but Blake had felt looked better in his 
bedroom. He spied his iPod touch but managed to keep 
from speaking. 

‘How could I not take, I mean borrow, your things,’ 
Blake said in a rage that was dying rapidly, 'surrounded by 
all this product placement... I... I, er,' he said and abruptly 
sat amongst his numerous shopping bags and mad mass of 
clothes, 'It was like shoplifting from a shirtlifter. 
Temptation was everywhere.... it always is,' he said sadly 
and unwrapped a gorgeous red shirt from its untouched 
pink tissue paper. 

‘Voyage,’ he said meekly and dropped it carelessly on 
the floor. 


‘It's beautiful,’ Peter said and moved more into the room. 
He found the bureau chair to sit on, 'I'm sure it will suit 
you,’ he said softly. 

‘I'm sure nothing suits me,' Blake said looking around 
the room. He cleared his throat and shivered. He asked 
Peter to pass him his favourite old T-shirt, the first thing 
he'd bought with his first London pay check. 

He put it on. Though cheap and worn it fitted him 
perfectly. 

Seeing Blake like this, so lowered and sad while wearing 
his cute old lucky T-shirt he'd so often worn on silly, 
innocent nights out to G-A-Y at the Astoria, Peter felt a 
terrible longing for the past. 

Those first years in London, the excitement of a new job, 
the thrill of neon, hi-NRG nights in the huge Astoria were 
intoxicating enough. Just a simple smile from a pretty man 
was woundrous for him then, exploring London with Rose 
was heaven. 

The pulsating synth beats of a Kylie song followed by 
Kim Wilde, Blondie, Madonna, Michael Jackson... the hits 
just kept coming night after night through the balloon drop 
moment, beyond the glitter canon euphoria. It was just too 
perfect, too huge and too gay. 

Why couldn't happy times last forever? 

The Astoria was gone now. Ripped down for Cross Rail. 
Awful name. Why should gays suffer disproportionately for 
these developments? G-A-Y at Heaven was a pale imitation 
of its former self with little atmosphere, endless corridors 
and monopolised by soulless David Guetta tracks. 

There was nowhere and nothing joyous and simple for 
them now. 

‘Blake, I...' Peter said, 'I think we should calm it down a 
bit.’ 

'Yes, I've gone overdrawn. ' 

‘You've gone where?’ Peter said. 

‘Overdrawn. I'm in the most terrifying debt.’ 


‘Oh...' 

'I haven't been working,' Blake admitted at last. 

‘Oh?! 

‘And I get the most awful stares in the street from men I 
used to get a smile from,' he moped. 

‘You mean because of the blog?' Peter asked casually. 

'Yes,' Blake said with a terrible pathos, 'Now I know how 
Diana Mitford felt imprisoned for being a Nazi sympathiser. 
Not to mention Unity.’ 

‘I thought we agreed not to mention Unity,' Peter said 
sharply. 

Blake nodded sagely. 

‘I thought shopping, fucking and looking hot was what 
gays did,' Blake began to speak in lucid, open tones, 'I 
thought it held the key to happiness, to a boyfriend,' he 
said looking down, 'I thought I could buy happiness... or at 
least consume it. But I was wrong, wasn't I?' he said less as 
a question and more an acceptance of the failure of 
everything he was told by magazines and TV to value. 

‘Being gay isn't all foil lid plastic wine glasses and anal 
bleaching,’ Peter mused. 

'TV has lied to me. Why did TV lie to me?’ Blake said 
grabbing the remote and switching the 'reality' show off, 
‘And now I've seen the light it laughs at me for ever 
believing it!' He held up a free gay magazine emblazoned 
with naked cover boys. 

'I have to admit I've over done it too. Look I've almost 
got a six pack,' Peter said holding up his bright T-shirt 
tentatively and rubbing it, 'well maybe a 4 and a half pack. ' 

Blake looked at Peter's stomach interestedly. 

‘But it hasn't made me any happier,' Peter added, ‘Drink, 
the gym. All to give me self confidence. But it didn't.’ 

‘That's obvious,' Blake said standing. 

He moved to embrace Peter. For some time they stood in 
the low light in a close embrace. From the middle distance 
a radio news programme could be heard. 


‘If I drink less and work out less and try to work on 
being happy with myself, will you meet that disabled boy? 
Peter asked. 

‘I might. But what's in it for me?' Blake said light 
heartedly. 

It was wonderful he could still see the bright side. After 
all these weeks of worrying about money and not finding a 
job, and perhaps not really trying to find a job, to have a 
true friend like Peter was a marvellous thing. 

‘I'll look at your bills and I might be able to help,' Peter 
said after seeing Blake's pitiful face. 

‘Oh would you, could you!’ Blake said jumping up. 

‘And I'll overlook the last few month's rent,' Peter added 
feeling a warm strength from the return of Blake's smile 
and flashing eyes. 

‘Yes, well,' Blake said playfully, 'I've overlooked a great 
many things such as your eyebrows that seem to have a life 
of their own and the fact that you've dropped Muller 
Corners from the Waitrose order.’ 

‘If I reinstate them will you see him?' Peter asked with a 
mild smile. 

‘If you'll let me work my wonders on your eyebrows I'll 
consider it.' 

‘One good gay deserves another,' Peter said amusedly. 

Tickled by Peter's pert remark Blake laughed 
hysterically and dragged Peter to the carpet where they 
laughed and play-fought til Rose appeared at the door 
worried it wasn't play. 

Relieved, her efforts to collect the dirty plates were 
severely hampered by the boys' efforts to cuddle and kiss 
her, rolling together on the clothes strewn floor. 


‘Now lets find real boyfs on Grindr,' Blake said once the 
hilarity had died down, 'You can't hold down a good gay for 
long, doll!' he said taking out his iPhone, 'Not unless he 


wants you to. And while we're not exactly good gays we're 
not really bad gays either.' 

Peter agreed. 

So with a renewed enthusiasm and a resolve to seek 
only boyfriends, refusing any casual shags, in the late, 
dreary November evening Peter and Blake busied 
themselves with Grindr. 

Peter posed, a pale smile on his face, his pecs and arms 
bulging from an impromptu work out in his bedroom, as 
Blake took an appealing selection of tasteful shirtless 
photos. The cock shots had been deleted - cockpics and 
cocktails had failed them spectacularly - with the 
reasonable expectation that potential boyfriends are more 
interested in what is attached to the cock than the cock 
itself. 

At least they ought to be. 

And if they weren't of course it took only moments to 
fluff up a cock (not necessarily their own) and snap a pic. 

Sometimes it seemed gays could recognise a man by his 
cock more readily than his face. 

Sexting had become such a way of life for the boys it 
was difficult to imagine dating without it. But they were 
resolved to try it. 

‘You know your stomach is a little flatter than last time I 
snapped you like this,' Blake told Peter encouragingly. 

Peter only made a little grunt that indicated little. His 
mind was on Dave, the only man he'd met he thought might 
just be boyfriend material, and how he might contact Dave. 
But if he wasn't on Grindr Peter saw no way to see him 
again and apologise for his behaviour in the pub. 

Soon the new pictures were uploaded and the boys 
waited for messages. In the meantime they continued their 
merry blocking of unattractive men. 

‘Perhaps I should put my real name on Grindr rather 
than the 'fun buddy 69' you suggested back in the cab to 
XXL,' Peter said eagerly scrolling through the screen of 


men. While Grindr lacked that first flush of real excitement 
mixed with endless sexual opportunity of the early days it 
still had an hypnotic pull close to an obsession for the boys. 

‘By all means put Dick or even Peter but don't use your 
surname,’ Blake said lying on Peter's bed paying close 
attention to Gindr. 

‘Why not?' Peter asked. He put on a polo neck shirt and 
sat on the bed too. 

‘Because gays don't have surnames,’ he said 
automatically, 'We look quite sweet on here, our pics have 
appeared next to each other,' Blake said, 'We're 
neighbours; gaybours.' 

Peter nodded. Then he had an idea. 'I wonder if Dave's 
portly friend from the pub is on here. If he is I could 
contact him.' 

‘It's an idea but you'll have to block quite a few more 
men to get him on your screen.' Blake’s fingers flew 
furiously over the iPhone. 

Peter began to block as many as he dared. Even some of 
his old favourites. 

‘Why don't any of these men want me to top them?’ he 
said with an air of disappointment. 

‘Because they took one look at your old pic and wanted 
to top themselves. I'm sure your new one will work 
wonders. I certainly hope so,' Blake said. So did Peter. 

‘Oh this one's nice,’ Peter said suddenly. He looked in 
more detail at the nice smiling man's profile,’ 'He'll have 
me at hello. Is he new to the area?’ 

‘He's new to my area,' Blake replied and glanced at 
Peter's screen, 'Oh no,' he said disinterestedly and turned 
to his own phone, 'I know him. He's not new he's back. He 
went to Australia and became HIV positive,’ Blake said in 
an offhand way, ‘You could say that he went to Oz and came 
back poz. I don't suppose he's stated that, has he?' 

Peter confirmed that he hadn't and blocked him 
immediately. It was hard but Peter thought it fair; Grindr 


seemed to breed an inhumanity in him. 

Minutes passed. 

The two friends lay side by side on the king sized bed in 
the messy grey and white room. The only sound that of the 
frequent buzz of messages received. 

The light of the low energy bulbs was dim. Too dim to 
read a novel but just right for using a mobile phone. 

‘This grindrino keeps messaging me,' Peter said after a 
particularly rapid flurry of buzzes. 

Blake reviewed the messages. 

‘Yes, his enthusiasm is infectious but he probably is too,' 
Blake said jumping up from the bed, 'I've done him,' he 
continued with complacency, 'One thing I'll say is that he 
did cook me a pizza once I'd sucked him off. That's just 
what gays have to do to get pizza these days.’ 

After a spritz of Jo Malone cologne on his wrists he 
turned back to his own phone. 

‘Oh and this other one, jonnie man, has been chatting to 
me,' Peter murmured. 

‘Ah, yes, jonnie man; he's quite a hottie. He's been 
messaging me recently. Not much in the line of 
conversation though. What did he say to you?’ Blake asked. 

‘That he likes my new pic.' Peter replied, pleased. He felt 
remarkably pleased, valuable almost, when a hot guy said 
he liked one's pic. 

‘Funny that,' Blake said, 'he wanted to fuck me.' Blake 
smiled. 

Peter was shocked and tried hard not to show it. 

‘Let's both ask him what he's looking for,' Peter said, 
recovering. They both messaged jonnie man. 

‘He told me he wants a boyfriend,' Peter said seconds 
later. 

‘Ah! he told me he wanted a fun buddy!' Blake did a little 
dance of victory, 'Hmm my picture obviously screams sex 
while yours screams slippers. ' 


‘There's a couple on here,' Peter said changing the 
subject to a profile with two smiling faces, 'they're both 
bottoms looking for a top. What happens when two bottoms 
fall in love?' Peter mused genuinely interested. 

‘They split up when a bottom falls out of the 
relationship. Or end up on here looking for a top,' Blake 
said in an uninterested tone. 

Peter tossed his iPhone onto the bed. The evening's 
grinding was proving fruitless. This was disappointing. 
What could he do instead to find a man? 

‘Wait a minute! Blake screamed, took a gulp of pink gin 
and tonic, and showed Peter his iPhone, ‘isn't this Dave's 
portly friend... the one we saw him with at the Rose and 
Crown?! 

‘Yes, I think it is. I simply must contact him and ask for 
Dave's number.' Peter was happy now. A sense of 
excitement was upon him. 

'No need, doll,’ Blake said proud of his achievement, 
‘I've shagged him before. If necessary I'll fuck him again to 
get the info for you. That's if you like...’ 

Peter liked that more than anything. 'You are good to 
me,' he said, encouraged. 

‘Just call me your Grindr PA; penis arouser,' Blake 
declared and polished off his pink gin. 


Chapter 19 


‘Tell me about your successes at the shop,' Beefy said to 
Rose the following bright, November morning. 

Having seen Scott's intense admiration of Rose on Guy 
Fawkes Night he'd begun to experience a sensation, more 
an urgency he soon realised was associated with Rose. 

It was a bit like an ache, a constant companion that he 
occasionally forgot but suddenly was reminded of if he saw 
something beautiful, elegant or reliable. 

Once it was a ladylike customer who shone with a quiet 
sophistication but didn't buy anything, didn't notice Beefy 
and never knew she had been watched and admired by a 
handsome young man. 

Another time it was simply a flower barely in bud on 
Columbia Road Flower Market that he had a strong notion 
to buy and give to Rose. He did buy it but didn't see how he 
could ever give it to Rose. So it had withered and died in 
his locker at work. 

‘Successes?’ Rose asked adjusting the half sleeves on 
her dainty blouse and white, full skirt. 

She finished her tea and toast and avoided Beefy's gaze. 
Gay men did have a strong, relentless gaze, Rose thought 
to herself as she stacked her and Beefy's crockery. 

She'd noticed Blake looking at her in a similar summing 
up manner. But Blake was always so critical. Beefy... well, 
Beefy wasn't critical at all. Quite the opposite. 

‘I suppose I've had a few successes,' Rose began 
uncertainly, 'I sold that lovely late Edwardian wardrobe the 
other day... but for less than I paid for it,' she said with 
some regret. 

She threw on her fragile hooded cape of bright yellow 
wool. 


‘No I mean with men,' Beefy said following her to the 
door of 151. 

Shocked, Rose almost tripped in her high heeleds as she 
stepped out into the invigorating morning. Beefy supported 
her elbow somewhat unnecessarily. At the end of the road 
the traffic of Trafalgar Road zoomed past. Beefy and Rose 
turned from it into the park and walked purposefully along 
the flower beds at the southern most end. 

‘I've had no successes with men,’ Rose said more bluntly 
than she'd meant. 

‘What about that Scott?' Beefy asked after a pause anda 
glance at the flower beds. 

He had no idea a park could be so beautiful and full of 
life in winter. He resolved to begin jogging here frequently. 
Maybe Rose would watch him from 151. 

‘Scott is a great help,' Rose said vaguely and 
successfully changed the subject. "Thank you so much for 
agreeing to see Miss Tollington with me,' she whittered on, 
‘It will mean so much to her... and to me,' she said and took 
Beefy's arm. 

In a companionable silence they walked up by the east 
wall and then emerged into the late Victorian suburbs. 
They approached the interwar mock medieval mansion 
where Miss Tollington lived. 


Miss Tollington was a real doll and Rose's primary 
benefactrix. She had that bygone allure reminiscent of 
some time past that Rose loved. 

Rose owed her taste and most of her clothes to Miss 
Tollington which she obtained at vastly reduced rates or 
simply on loan with no clear due date. 

Miss Tollington had had an old fashioned notion that 
Rose was quite a rare English beauty and ought to be 
dressed appropriately. She'd always known the power of a 
well cut suit, a silky blouse, and face and hands always 
shaded from the sun. Miss Tollington had tried to 


encourage that in Rose with varying amounts of success. 
Varying from appealingly successful to marvellously 
successful. 

In answer to a handwritten card in the window 
advertising for a Saturday girl Rose had found herself 
offered the position solely on the basis of her footwear. She 
was the only girl who had interviewed in high heeleds, and 
rather good high heeleds at that. 

In fact she was the only girl who had interviewed at all - 
the handwritten card was obscured by a pale blue silk 
turban Rose had coveted for some weeks before even she 
had seen the advertisement. 

A job at Interior Motives had shown Rose all the 
possibilities that retro glamour and looking a bit daringly 
different can bring. 

She'd loved the sandalwood incense Miss Tollington 
burned. 

She'd loved the 'antiqued' furniture and accessories 
Miss Tollington sourced. 

Moreover she'd loved Miss Tollington in her pale forties 
suits and bold fifties hairdos. 

But it was the Miss Tollington of Interior Motives she 
craved. The poorly Miss Tollington of Southwold Mansions 
she feared. 

Outside the faded grandeur of the interwar mansion 
block Rose pressed the buzzer of the intercom with a finger 
held very straight. It seemed impossible to find a buzzer 
that tinkled quietly, like a star burst, or chimed sweetly, she 
thought. 

‘If it's Meals on Wheels, is it Meals on Wheels? You can 
come up. If not you can go away,’ said a thin voice barely 
recognisable as Miss Tollington. She gave the impression 
they'd interrupted her evening. 

‘It's Rose, Miss Tollington, and I've brought a friend... er 
Beefy,' she said in a falsely light tone and shot a look at him 


thinking now would be a good time to reveal his Christian 
name. 

The intercom buzzed rudely and Beefy pushed the door 
open. 

Unable to look at Rose in case she saw the trepidation in 
his eyes instead he contemplated the brown seventies 
carpet leading into the first floor flat. 

Rose bent prettily to pick up the envelopes that had built 
up around the door and decided to leave them on the little 
white table. 

They paused at the foot of the stairs. Beefy hoped Rose 
would know what to do. She had that natural female 
sensibility; she was very good with people. Old people do 
love young women. They recognise someone likely to help 
them when in need and divert them when in pain. 

‘My dears,' Miss Tollington said as their heads appeared 
from the stairs. 

A liver spotted hand raised in greeting, another set 
about tidying. 

The tidying was futile. Miss Tollington's damaged beauty 
was evident for the world to see. Sprawled on a beige 
Chaise, surrounded by empty cups of tea, Miss Tollington 
cut a pitiful, almost ridiculous sight. 

Drawn on eye brows were raised high. Bright red 
lipstick marked the death of once kissable lips. Dry 
foundation emphasised knife deep wrinkles. 

Rose wondered why she'd never seen it before. What 
enchanted magic had Interior Motives weaved to enliven 
Miss Tollington that was now dripping away? What was it? 

There was a noticeable pause before Rose set about 
making tea. Beefy, awkward, drew a foot stool toward Miss 
Tollington. 

‘Hello, I'm Beefy, Rose's friend,’ he said quite loud and 
rather close to Miss Tollington's face. 

'Yes, I know dear,' she replied with a croak and then a 
hacking cough that seemed to shake her fragile frame 


entirely. It was some time before she seemed able to speak. 

Secluded in the kitchen, sipping on very strong tea from 
a pretty china mug Rose resolved not to notice the 
disappointed expectations but to see Miss Tollington and 
her flat as she imagined her at Interior Motives. 

She was, after all, still Miss Tollington, an alluring, 
sparking creature who used to dash through Greenwich 
market in transparent mackintosh and couture YSL. 

‘The view from your flat is just too divine!' Rose burst 
out appearing from the kitchen with a gorgeous smile on 
her face. 

‘I'm so glad you like it, my dearest,' she said with a 
vague air of her former self, 'My darling Rockford chose 
this flat for us. He had a need for light, a love of 
convenience. ' 

‘As do I,' Rose said and noticed Miss Tollington's very 
well manicured nails. An encouraging sign. It's wonderful 
how another's appearance can uplift and motivate. 

‘As do you,' agreed Miss Tollington after a coughing fit. 

Looking around the pretty white and pink room, Beefy 
identifying a role for himself began tidying up the metal 
containers of Wheels on Meals food and took plates and 
cups into the kitchen where he would have washed them up 
but felt Rose might need him. He was, of course, right. 

‘Would you mind awfully?’ Miss Tollington whispered to 
Rose while Beefy was in the kitchen, 'Could you pass me 
my pink Chanel boucle paletot? And my fur. No not the 
mink, the sable, that's the warmest.’ 

Miss Tollington gradually began adding items of clothing 
until she made an acceptable pass at her former self. Now 
arrayed in her exquisite garments Miss Tollington began to 
speak in more normal tones. Her voice was less thin, less 
exhausted somehow. 

‘Let's not sit in the gloaming,' she said with a passable 
attempt at enthusiasm, 'and turn on another electric bar. 
Oh what a sudden glare,' she laughed raising herself on 


one elbow. After a discussion of whether Miss Tollington 
needed any help about place - she didn't, their attention 
turned to business at Interior Motives or, rather, the lack of 
it. 

'I can't thank you enough you holding the fort at my 
darling Interior Motives,' she began, 'I of all people know 
how tiring it can be.' Rose nodded. 'But I dare say you're 
not rushed off you feet.' Rose shook her head. 'As much as 
I'd hate for you to be stretched. I'm afraid to say the books 
aren't exactly what they were. And neither am I,' she said 
with the air of a woman who knew how to sprinkle her 
words with light but knew how pointless that can be. 

Rose feigned surprise and then denial. 

‘Custom really has gone off,’ Miss Tollington went on her 
voice wavering at times, 'It has, dear, it really has. And I, 
well, for the time being, for a duration of time, I may not be 
able to encourage things on their way.' 

Rose assured Miss Tollington that she would be back 
behind the counter of Interior Motives in no time at all. 
Beefy agreed. 

‘No dear things, I'm not myself,’ she said peering at the 
two young people. 

‘Don’t be a delicious silly. You're very almost yourself.' 
Rose hated to think of Miss Tollington as ill, as anything but 
Miss Tollington at Interior Motives. She couldn't stand the 
thought she might not return to the shop. 

A fear of time passing came over her. Rarely, being so 
young, did she consider life might not go on as it had 
always. And, it if wasn't to, she assumed life could only ever 
get better. 

‘You know what I'm like when I am myself. I'm not really 
even close to being myself,' she said with an air of finality. 

Rose knew better than to argue with Miss Tollington. 

Instead she began talking about how she'd begun to 
make little changes at Interior Motives. How she'd brought 


in new stock and begun selling vintage dresses and 
jewellery. 

Miss Tollington nodded knowingly but it wasn't clear if 
she was listening. Instead she seemed to be eyeing Beefy 
with a certain amount of interest. She asked for her 
glasses. 

‘It is a lovely match,' she said observing the handsome 
couple sat at her feet. In cotton dress with her hair up and 
necklaces down, Rose reminded Miss Tollington of herself. 

Of course Rose did not have her bone structure. 

But she had that same air of passing through life, the 
only direction given to her by vain men who weren't really 
that interested. They might be now but they wouldn't be 
forever. 

In her youth Miss Tollington had busied herself with 
pretty ornaments, expensive scents and alluring nights at 
dances. But these pretty, transitory pleasures decline and 
die. 

Miss Tollington would dearly have loved to have 
communicated something of her disappointed expectations, 
the idea that pretty scarves, even divinely pretty scarves, 
are nothing next to a daughter in old age. Instead of 
creating a stir, afraid her guests might not take it in the 
manner intended, she simply said, 'I haven't much time, ' 
and awaited a response. 

‘Neither have we - we're going for cocktails,' Beefy said 
immediately. This was pleasant news to Rose. She smiled. 
Miss Tollington smiled back knowingly. 

‘That's lovely, dears, and how it should be. You must 
enjoy everything... enjoy it now,' she said vaguely, ‘But now 
is spring for you.' Now quickening Miss Tollington said, 
‘And of course the spring/summer collection is almost 
overdue. Do you feel you might introduce something 
without me? Go on without me?’ she asked waving her 
glasses. 


Rose looked and felt uncomfortable until Beefy's hand 
was in hers. 

‘I’d love to see something in yellows and blues,' Miss 
Tollington continued, 'A little gingham. Baby doll pink. That 
kind of thing. Has the hounds tooth sold? I knew it 
wouldn't. Damn that Rockford - it was his - he was a 
bastard and so was his brother. If I'd been in London and 
had this walking stick then, and capital punishment hadn't 
been out of vogue, I would have struck at him. He was 
always a weak man. Always wanted his mummy. But he 
loved all that. He loved all this,' Miss Tollington rambled. 

Rose was distressed. Beefy was confused. 

Rose tried to laugh but found her voice hoarse. She was 
very afraid Miss Tollington might be on the verge of an 
episode. 

She jumped up, said something about a reading aloud a 
novel, looked at the book shelves rather theatrically, and 
promptly fell over a pair of high heeleds; YSL. 

Lying behind the sofa Rose caressed the shoes, 
examined the delicate stitches, savoured the antique magic. 

‘Where's this line of high heeleds lead?' Rose asked. 

"To my dressing room, dear.' 

A moment's exploration, a loud scream, the sound of a 
taffeta gown falling and Rose emerged from a room so full 
of vintage clothes it could have furnished a Interior Motives 
the size of Liberty of London. 

‘Crawl under here, Beefy,’ Rose said excitedly, holding 
back a rail of fur coats, 'Half of this is vintage couture, the 
other half classic ready to wear. Look at that tray of 
bracelets! And through there is another room of furs!' Rose 
was beaming and almost jumping up and down in her high 
heeleds. 

‘Wow!’ Beefy said, his professional interest in fashion as 
alive to the rich provenance of the assembled wardrobe as 
Rose's. 


‘This is simply too much to take in,' Rose said 
surrounded by brilliance, 'Look at that ravishing bodice. Is 
that a box of pearls?’ 

Rose beheld a room of wonder, rail after rail of the most 
glamorous evening wear, the most sophisticated day wear. 

‘I suppose this is Miss Tollington's personal collection, ' 
she said, enchanted, a fur held dramatically to her face, her 
hands full of pearl necklaces, 'Yes, her fabled personal 
collection. I'd a notion, a sensation, if that, that it existed,’ 
she went on in a kind of rapture, ‘But it all seemed too 
fantastical, too dream like to be real. But it is real. It is all 
here.' She spun round in a giddy joy. Beefy watched her, 
smiling broadly. 

The air of unreality the pale evening light gave to the 
room was memorable, the intermingling scents of 
unremembered twilight dances, nights at balls and 
afternoons in the park were enchanting. 

‘I think Interior Motives' problems are over,' Beefy said, 
inspired and very wise. He knew the value of vintage ready 
to wear. Not to mention that of fur. But it would have been 
better if the furs had been kept at a professional furrier, he 
thought with real regret. Some of the leathers had become 
dry, the furs faded. 

'I think all our problems are over,' Rose added, getting a 
little ahead of herself, 'Perhaps we won't have to sell all 
those lovely old Tattlers on eBay after all!'. 

At that moment Miss Tollington appeared at the door of 
the dressing room. While alone she'd dragged on a raven 
wig with cerise rose attached. 

‘It's after five,' she said, ‘you'll be wanting your tea,’ she 
went on and rang the little bell she held. After an exchange 
of quizzical looks Rose jumped up, crawled under a rail of 
clothes and made a fresh pot of tea which they drank in 
silence, only interrupted by the sound of tinkling china. 

When the buzzer rang indicating the arrival of Meals on 
Wheels it was a relief to all. 


Beefy and Rose returned to 151 chatting excitedly about 
their find. The thrill of rare glamour, the allure of glittering 
days long gone remained with them. 

Rose was more determined than ever to improve the 
prospects of the shop by sorting out Miss Tollington's 
personal collection. She had had lots of other ideas too, and 
began to plan the spring collection. 

It might have been almost too late but Miss Tollington 
would see her last spring collection, she resolved. It gave 
her a purpose. How wonderful it would be to see Miss 
Tollington opening her spring collection, inviting cherished 
customers for drinks, dispensing nibbles and light as a 
feather encouragements, passing around the hand written 
personal recommendation lists she'd been known for. 

Her handwriting alone was worth buying a floral print 
shift dress for. 

It was a reason to carry on. To do something for another, 
Rose saw how it can be more motivating than anything. 

Beefy too was fantastically excited and couldn't wait to 
help Rose sort and move the amazing collection. 

The two friends carried on talking like this long after 
they returned to 151 and found it was much later than 
they'd thought when Peter popped his head around the 
drawing room door. 

‘I could hear you two going on about fur coats and pussy 
bow blouses from down the street,’ he said, amused. 

‘Oh!' Rose said and jumped up surprised to have become 
so caught up in conversation with Beefy, 'I think we've got a 
bit carried away,' she added and rushed to the kitchen to 
help Peter prepare dinner. 

As she prepared the vegetables she smiled as she 
remembered Beefy's awkward but well meant efforts with 
Miss Tollington. Seeing him struggle for words to sooth 
Miss Tollington had made her admire him even more. 

It's funny and beautifully sad, Rose thought, how life 
was that the one you loved more than anything could never 


feel the same way. 
She looked at Peter make a mess of grating cheese and 
offered to take over. 


Chapter 20 


As promised the initially unwanted but latterly longed 
for date with jogger Dave was arranged via Blake's ex-shag 
Kevin. 

Blake had messaged Kevin on Grindr who, after some 
time, had provided Dave's email address on the condition 
that Kevin might get to see Blake again. Of course Blake 
was indebted to Peter for paying his credit card bills so he 
agreed. Huge to Blake they were a only a few hour's work 
to Peter. 

A nervous Peter had emailed Dave words penned by 
Blake. Blake liked to see himself as Peter's Fairy 
Gaymother and Peter liked it a little bit too. Blake's 
irrepressible enthusiasm for all things gay and fun buoyed 
Peter up. 

Wonderfully, Dave replied saying he'd love to meet Peter 
so long as he was sober. Blake thought this might be a 
sticking point but Peter assured Blake, not very 
convincingly, that Peter could date sober. 

And so it was arranged that Peter would meet Dave in 
Greenwich's Pizza Express. 

Peter had never had an evening meal with a man that 
might be considered a date before. All prior liaisons had 
involved Soho bars or simply turning up at a man's flat for 
a quick shag. These couldn't really be considered dates, 
even to a gay. 

So it was with an appalling climax of nerves that Peter 
approached Greenwich high street that December evening. 

For minutes elongated to painful length Peter had 
wanted nothing more than to run as far away from 


Greenwich as possible. If it wasn't for the buoying words 
and resolute encouragement of Rose he might well have 
been on the tube to his gym. 

As it was he could hardly believe a grown man would 
consider Pizza Express a suitable restaurant, if you could 
call it that, for a grown up date. 

Rose had been sympathetic but unrelenting. It seemed 
even she had found herself invited to such places. But at 
least it was familiar as Peter had seen this Pizza Express on 
many an occasion on his way to an evening in the Rose and 
Crown. 

Hesitating by the steps of St Alfege's, its bright lights 
caught Peter's concerned face when he felt a hand under 
his elbow. Peter reeled round with a frown. 

‘Oh, it's you,' Peter said far more coldly than he'd meant. 

‘Hi, how's things,’ Dave's roughly attractive voice asked. 
A smile broke across his unshaven face. Peter paused 
taking in the firm paleness of his symmetrical face. 

‘Good. And you?’ he said robotically exactly as he might 
have typed on Grindr. Dave, his hand remaining under 
Peter's elbow, swept him across the road and into Pizza 
Express. 

This was impressive. If anyone was to do the sweeping 
Peter had expected it to be him. 

He'd imagined arriving a little early and becoming 
ensconced in the restaurant with a bottle of red anda 
carefully calculated air of self assurance. 

They were seated immediately by a Polish waitress. 

‘You'll want dough balls,’ she said in a tone of peculiar 
significance. 

Peter, who considered an offer of refined carbohydrates 
an insult, was about to gravely shake his head when Dave 
cheerily agreed proclaiming them his favourite. 
Considering Dave's somewhat doughy stomach this didn't 
come as a surprise. 


Did gays these days really have such stomachs, he 
wondered, as he began to think it was a mistake coming 
here. 

Noticing a whiff of the toilets to which where they were 
sat painfully close, he quickly ordered a bottle of red. 

'Oh,' Peter said surprised at his own rudeness, 'I hope 
you don't mind a red,' he said and found the confidence to 
put down the menu and look upon Dave again. 

'I hope you don't,’ Dave laughed and stroked his flaming 
stubble. Of course Peter flushed. 

'I didn't mean...' he stammered having not meant to 
draw attention to Dave's desirably rare colouring. Dave 
only laughed. 

'I like your jumper,' Dave said and beamed at Peter. 

‘It's nothing, I mean, thanks,' Peter replied very pleased. 
Noticing the fair hair on Dave's wide forearm Peter 
resolved to get a hold of himself thinking he wouldn't mind 
being taken a hold of by those arms. 

Of course this meant complimenting something in 
Dave's attire. But why was he wearing a T-shirt on a date? 
Peter cleared his throat and managed to keep his hands 
fidgeting nervously. 

‘That T-shirt really suits you,' Peter said noticing how it 
emphasised the natural width of his shoulders and made 
his chest seem almost muscular. 

‘I'd love to see you in a T-shirt,’ Dave said looking at 
Peter closely, ‘maybe this one. I'm sure you'd look better in 
it than me,' he said gushing somewhat. 

Peter was so very flattered he was almost lost for words. 
He studied his knife for a moment. 

‘You know I'm very glad you agreed to this, er, date,’ 
Peter said managing to appear moderately calm. 

‘I shouldn't have been such a drama queen to you 
outside the pub,' Dave said kindly, 'I, well. I was surprised, 
that's all.' 

‘Surprised?' Peter asked. 


‘Surprised a handsome, sexy guy like you would be so 
hopelessly drunk. ' 

‘You think I'm sexy?' Peter said almost as a whisper. 

He glanced around the noisy restaurant for the last time 
seeing no one was looking at them and resolved to focus 
only on Dave. 

‘Hell yeah,' Dave said inexplicably. 

Peter looked very closely at Dave's smiling face feeling 
inordinately pleased to find such a nice young man was 
willing to, first, forgive and, second, to date him. 

Dave's blue eyes swept across Peter's torso. It was 
wonderfully encouraging to be appreciated for all his hard 
work in the gym. 

‘I enjoy working out,' Peter said somewhat arrogantly. 

'Yeah?' Dave said in a laughing, teasing manner, ‘and I'll 
enjoy working out on you!’ 

‘What makes you think that's ever gonna happen?’ Peter 
retorted with a grin, excited at the unusual sensation of 
being chased. It was as unexpected as it was welcome. 

'T'll make it happen,' Dave laughed and flexed his bicep. 

Peter laughed too and the evening began to rush by ina 
blur of laughter and realisation of mutual interests. For the 
first time Peter was completely relaxed in the presence of a 
gay man he found attractive. It was a realisation so sweet 
Peter even experienced a genuine interest in Dave's career 
as a teacher. 

‘What about the kids?' Peter asked as he was finishing 
the pizza. He glanced longingly at the natural weighty 
roundness of Dave's arms. 

‘The kids are lovely,' Dave said instantly. 

‘Lovely? How can they be lovely?' Peter asked, 'Don't 
they know you're gay?’ 

‘Yeah. There's some banter but it's fine,’ Dave replied in 
a resolute kind of tone. He sunk the last drops of his glass 
as if in emphasis. 


Times really have changed, Peter thought. He wanted to 
ask Dave how he managed on the salary, a salary it took 
Peter less than a few weeks to earn. And that was before 
bonuses. 

‘And you're a banker.' Dave looked at him with a most 
attractive expression. Half submissive and half ruefully 
cheeky. 

Peter nodded. While proud of his job he was aware it 
was not considered favourably in some circles. Dave might 
have been in one of those circles. 

‘It's not all cocktails and high stakes,' Peter said fiddling 
with his water glass. 

‘No?! 

‘It's really very boring in comparison with teaching. Tell 
me more about it.' 

As Dave spoke of teaching his face was alight with an 
honest, captivating enthusiasm. The spot lighting brought 
out the gingery hairs and his pale skin shone with a 
holiness. 

Hope he'll be a devil in bed, Peter thought. 

Dave's wrists were thick and freckled. His neck 
substantial and kissable. How had he missed the manly 
perfection of this wonderful example of gay manhood, Peter 
wondered with a raging hard on. 

The novelty of feeling attractive to a man he wanted to 
attract was such that Peter found himself walking hand in 
hand with Dave through a Greenwich high street made 
beautiful by Christmas lights. 

They lingered by the steps to the river. It was a place 
Peter had often taken Rose to and had dearly yearned to 
have a boyfriend to take there too. Countless orange lights 
reflected on the calm water, behind them the unfathomably 
beautiful naval college, ahead the illuminated brilliance of 
Canary Wharf. 

Descending a few steps Peter sat and, to the sound of 
lapping water, he found himself in Dave's embrace. 


‘This is nice,’ Dave said in the darkness behind him. 

‘Yes, very,’ Peter replied and took Dave's wide, 
reassuring hand. 

Pressed against Dave's gorgeous skin, taking in his 
scent, Peter felt happy. 

Where did that gingery hair lead? What was beneath his 
T-shirt? What pants was he wearing? 

Peter felt overcome by a healthy, simple desire. 

He began to smile and couldn't stop. 


Chapter 21 


Attraction was instant, love was forthcoming. One 
Saturday morning awaiting Dave's arrival Peter gazed from 
his fine drawing room out upon Greenwich park. 

Wondering whether Dave would fancy a stroll in the 
park he sensed a change, an emotion, an uprising pouring 
forth. It was natural, perfect and seemed the font of all 
goodness. 

He might have described it as a glitter ball rush, an 
electro dance climax but it wasn't associated with bars, 
clubs and the gay scene. It was a sweeping soaring ecstasy 
flitting through the eternal bright blue sky without 
expectation or aspiration. It was simple and humble and 
sought nothing but the happiness of the object. It was some 
kind of bliss; how right Kylie was. 

Wondering if he could manage to act with any shred of 
normality in Dave's presence he started at the doorbell 
ring. 

Without hesitation or even to check his reflection in the 
huge hallway mirror shaped like a fan he raced to the door. 

Peter took one look at Dave, captured a moment he 
would remember all his life, and wondered how he could 
never have loved him. 

Happiness rushed into a vacant space long empty and in 
danger of never being filled. 


That evening Rose, seeing Peter laughing so naturally 
with Dave, felt a kind of despair. 

Peter had invited Dave to meet Rose at 151 and she had 
imagined that they might all watch a film streamed over 
the internet or play a game such as charades. 


But it soon became obvious to Rose that she was not 
expected to linger. Dave had encouraged Peter to lie his 
head on his lap. This left no room on the sofa for a third. 

Although she was glad Peter was no longer spending 
every evening at the gym and every night in Soho, she 
began to wonder if Dave was more of a threat than all the 
glittering attractions of the gay scene combined. 

She wondered if these past few weeks had been the 
autumn of their friendship and the appearance of Dave the 
barren winter that signalled the end. Soon Peter would be 
even more caught up with his gay lover and she would have 
no one and nothing. Perhaps she and Blake would have to 
move out, breaking up the sunlit happy home, leaving her 
homeless. 

How magical those days at 151 seemed to her now. Now, 
now it was the end of the summer of their friendship, only 
now did she see how fragile that time was. Why hadn't she 
held on to those moments, lengthened them, captured them 
forever? Instead time had flashed by like rose water 
through her manicured fingers. 

But maybe that's how it's meant to be, she thought. She 
sensed the enormity of time and the insignificant transitory 
nature of humanity. 

As soon as she reasonably could she left the drawing 
room mumbling something about food and stood, 
motionless in the dark kitchen. For sometime she stood 
there. For how long she knew not. 

Eventually she turned on the light and the sudden 
brightness was troubling. It made the existence of Dave in 
the drawing room with Peter seem even more real. 

She wondered if she might tell Beefy how she felt but 
was too ashamed to do so. 

Thinking of Beefy she moved to the kitchen cabinet and 
looked at the tins of food. Winter seemed to last eternally, 
spring seemed a lifetime away. She took out a tin of tuna 


thinking she'd make a simple meal but as she did so an 
overwhelming sense of loss hit her roughly in the stomach. 

‘Hungry?’ Blake's voice asked behind her. 

Dressed for clubbing Blake lingered by the door. He had 
an air of already being in Soho. 

No answer. Rose turned sharply away and repaired her 
face as best she could which wasn't very well at all. 

‘I couldn't find anything else,’ Rose said indicating the 
tin. 

Blake eyed it suspiciously. 

‘Aren't you busy with Scott?' he asked, knowing Peter 
and Dave were in the drawing room together. 

‘Scott's not exactly... er,’ Rose trailed off. Now she didn't 
even pretend not to be wiping away pathetic tears. 

‘You mean he's a working class bit of scruff?' Blake said 
a little less accusationally. 

Rose felt silence was the best response. 

Blake approached Rose and stood vaguely in the 
kitchen. 

He'd always wondered what Rose did on Saturday nights 
while they were in Soho. Now it was clear; she stood 
pathetically melancholy in empty rooms. 

‘Do you like spending time with Scott?' Blake asked in a 
hushed, friendly voice. 

Rose nodded. 

‘Are you attracted to him?’ 

Rose smiled implying this was irrelevant and turned 
back to the cupboard. 

‘Well, get on the phone to him!' Blake said hurriedly and 
in a moment had Rose in a tight embrace. She let him hold 
her as her silent tears rolled onto the fabric of his shirt. 

‘It's me who should be malingering in the scullery!' he 
said amusingly, 'I'm about to lose my bet with Peter,’ he 
said referring to the challenge to find a boyfriend before 
Christmas. 


‘It was a silly, dangerous bet,' Rose said, wiping her 
tears again. She offered Blake some left over salad. He 
shook his head. 

‘Even so I'd like someone to like me,' he muttered. 

'I like you!' Rose assured him. Truly she did though 
secretly wished he'd show this kind side of his more often. 
‘I mean really like me. I need to know how that feels.’ 

His voice was unfamiliar and low as if he spoke from a 
distance or a past moment long forgotten. ‘People only ever 
want me for what I can do for them. They want my silly 
tricks and free drinks (Peter's free drinks, that is). They 
want my, admittedly hot, body for sex. No one ever really 
wants the real me.' 

Rose understood and felt that if anyone needed affection 
and self-acceptance more than she did it was him. 

A silence fell upon the two friends. For a Saturday 
evening at 151 the atmosphere was dangerously, even 
painfully low. 

As much as she thought Blake partied too hard she 
couldn't bear to see him saddened. What could Rose do to 
break the spell of loneliness that seemed to have infected 
them both? After only a moment's thought she sprung 
deftly into action. 

The sound of a kettle rapidly filled saw a sense of 
normality flood the kitchen. Blake stopped looking at Rose 
so closely and Rose made a passable appearance of 
contentment. 

‘If you make more of an effort with that Scott again,’ 
Blake said, 'I'll make more of an effort to get a boyf.' Rose 
agreed and texted Scott with a few well chosen words of 
encouragement. Words well chosen by Blake. 

While she didn't love Scott, not yet, she was very fond of 
him. Blake seemed to think that was a good start and was 
very sure that a nice young woman like Rose really ought 
not to take dating so seriously. 


What a source of joy and pillar of strength a gay can be 
to a young woman, Blake thought complacently and, after 
swilling the dregs of his Martini and a kiss from Rose, he 
disappeared into the night fortified by her kindness and a 
can of G&T he'd found in the fridge. 

He made his way by bus, no taxi rides this time, to the 
relaxed, honest scene in Vauxhall. He had a rendez vous 
with Dave's flatmate to look forward to. 

Meanwhile Rose readied herself to receive Scott. She 
rushed through all those little feminine procedures that 
show a man that a woman wants to be loved. From pink 
nail varnish to big curls suddenly bouncing about her 
intricately painted face Rose wanted to show Scott 
everything. He did, after all, deserve it after all his hard 
work at Interior Motives. 

But did the lips she imagined at her neck, the hands she 
felt tangled in her hair and the words of desire belong to 
another. They might have done but, Rose, thinking of 
Blake's encouraging words managed to persuade herself 
otherwise. A skill she had developed at a young age. Self 
delusion is a powerful drug. 

As two couples made love at 151 Blake walked through 
the bare streets of Vauxhall. Disgorged from the cigarette 
yellow lighting of the creaking bus, he bitterly missed the 
evenings when Peter and he had rushed excitedly to Soho 
by taxi. 

This date, if you could call it that, with his ex-shag Kevin 
was his last bitch attempt at getting a boyfriend before 
Christmas. And so low did he feel that he could see no way 
to make Kevin like him. 

He had no money, no job and no expectations. He was a 
failed gay. 

Surely Kevin wouldn't like him for himself? Blake barely 
liked himself for himself. And how did he feel about Kevin 
anyway? 


Passing the crowds of smokers outside the Royal 
Vauxhall Tavern Blake entered the traditional double doors 
and was met by a wall of heat, men and the stink of stale 
beer. The carpet was sticky with it. 

At the far end of the huge boozer a drag queen was 
doing her thing and Blake lowered his head to make sure 
he wasn't recognised. He hadn't got round to contacting 
the guy in the wheelchair he'd insulted on his blog. He 
couldn't face it yet. He couldn’t even begin to form the 
words to express how he'd begun to change since the 
incident. 

Trying as hard as he could to keep a low profile thinking 
that even an evil gay like himself ought to be able to finda 
place on the gay scene he looked around for Kevin. 

While Kevin had only been a passing shag Blake was 
sure Kevin had been rather fun. He had a vague 
recollection that they'd shared a gallows humour, more a 
gaylows humour, but for some reason had fallen out of 
contact. Possibly because Blake had found so many more 
men to contact. 

Just when he thought he'd been stood up Blake caught 
sight of Kevin in between a skinny lesbian that looked like a 
prepubescent teenage boy and a man in a wedding dress. 

To his horror Kevin had put on weight. But his 
symmetrical face swollen by fat was still passable. Passable 
in that it didn't make Blake want to pass his dinner. 

Trying the best he could to hide his displeasure Blake 
said brightly, 'Kevin, doll! At last,’ and kissed him on his 
pudgy cheeks where once Blake was sure cheek bones had 
proudly angled a narrow face. Blake told himself that he 
might still be beautiful on the inside, without enthusiasm. 

‘Blake!' Kevin shrieked in hoarse tones, 'It's lovely to see 
you again. ' 

Blake nodded and to the sound of men laughing at the 
Drag Queen said 'Nice to see you too. ' 

‘What?' screamed Kevin? 


Blake repeated it. 

‘Nice to screw you too?' Kevin shouted and laughed 
hysterically, 'Oh, you can stay, can't he girls?’ he declared 
to no one in particular. 

Blake smiled in as nice a way as possible. Was this really 
the Kevin with the sardonic sense of humour and cute arse? 
When does a cutely round arse on a young man become the 
back of a bus on a fat man? It happens after three years of 
sinking pints on the scene. 

‘Where've you been all my life?' Kevin asked. 

‘I don't come to Vauxhall much. I mean, I didn't. But I 
will now.' Blake said energetically. 

"To see me?' Kevin asked and flashed a cute grin. His 
eyes were mischievous. 

Ah, so that's why I liked him, thought Blake. But he 
remained distant looking around at other men. 

‘What happened to your sense of humour?’ Kevin said 
after an awkward pause. 

‘It was bypassed,' Blake said immediately reacting to 
this challenge. 

Kevin laughed hysterically at Blake's joke. This was 
pleasing. 

‘I might come here more often,' Blake quickly said, 'to 
see your cute smile. ' 

Kevin laughed bashfully. It was sweet to find a man take 
such amusement in his natural, easy humour, Blake 
thought. 

‘It would be fun to double date with Dave and your flat 
mate,' Kevin said and poked Blake with his finger. Blake 
was astounded and then intrigued. 

‘Don't poke me with your finger,' he said. 

‘What would you like to poke me with?' Kevin asked with 
a raised eyebrow and another flash of that grin. 

With a strong notion that he was sure he recalled Kevin 
had a huge cock and knew what to do with it, Blake found 
himself aroused. He moved his semi-hard in his trousers. 


This delighted Kevin who prodded Blake again but this 
time more teasingly. 

Blake wasn't used to this kind of teasing and he quite 
liked it. 

Subsequently a conversation progressed oiled by beer 
and fuelled by the need of two lonely gay men to make 
happy while their friends were busy with their lovers. 


Blake awoke at Kevin's flat having been royally fucked. 
By the bed a hot cup of tea, by his side a hot cock pressing 
into him urgently. 

‘Again?’ Blake asked astounded. 

'Yes please, beautiful,’ Kevin said and turned Blake onto 
his back. 

No man has ever called me beautiful, Blake thought 
before he was lost to an overwhelming desire. 


Chapter 22 


The simple joy of Christmas was almost upon 
Greenwich. An excited sense of expectation grew within 
151 Park Approach and spread through every corner of 
London. 

London was ablaze, from the bustling aspiration of 
Oxford Street and Covent Garden's huge LED lights of 
incredible brilliance, to the honest street markets of south 
London happy faces poured from high street chains and 
between stalls searching for sweet little bargains to fill 
sequinned stockings. The combined scents of roasting nuts, 
street food and cinnamon floated across London giving it a 
rarefied air of privilege and pleasure. 

To the sound of carols on Radio 4 Rose and Peter 
selected a huge Christmas tree from Greenwich's teeming 
market. It was a time honoured tradition and Rose was 
delighted Peter still honoured it. At the back of her mind 
Rose had had a fear that Peter would want Dave to help 
him but he hadn't even mentioned it. 

Around them crowds of shoppers swelled. Some 
fashionable couples and other fashionable families. Rose 
and Peter watched a little girl select an adorable little tree 
for her father. Peter had wanted to order a ready decorated 
tree this year but Rose persuaded him not to. Together they 
dragged and carried the delicious tree they named Margo 
and soon it was standing proud and gracious in the drawing 
room. 

Together they dressed Margo, hanging dear old 
ornaments from their first flat in Greenwich and some 
fabulously sparkling new ones Rose had come across on the 
markets when shopping for Interior Motives. The scent of 


fir tree was tremendously Christmassy as was the smell of 
Rose's non stop baking of cakes. 

‘These simple, everyday pleasures are really the best,’ 
Peter said as he examined a battered robin which he 
attached to the tree. 

‘How could dressing the tree ever be everyday, Peter!’ 
Rose said. Looking very Eurovision 1972 she wore the most 
incredible full length gown. 

He laughed and threw some tinsel at her. 

‘Oh you know what I mean,’ he said. 

Rose did know what he meant. She always had. 

The tree almost lovingly complete they called for Blake 
to put the fairy on top. 

Tottering on a bar stool, Blake squealed, 'Don't let me 
go!' as he placed the pretty in pink fairy on the top. She'd 
seen better days and looked out of place in the restrained 
majesty of the reds and greens but that was how they liked 
her. 

After a few minutes admiring the tree together, and a 
mouthful of sherry, Peter declared that he had to go to 
Dave's. 

Rose tried not to look sad. When he announced he was 
helping Dave decorate his own tree Rose tried not to look 
pitiful. It was simply wrong to be jealous of Peter's date 
when Peter had devoted the afternoon twilight to her and 
their tree. 

When Peter had gone Rose returned to the icing of the 
Christmas cake she'd made many moons ago. 

Applying the icing carefully Rose thought of how pitifully 
sad she felt when she'd made it. Peter had been out with 
Blake, Miss Tollington was terribly ill and nothing seemed 
possible. Now happiness seemed almost possible despite 
Peter's blooming affair for she had a romance of her own 
and a busyness at the shop. 

She turned and looked for the icing colours to make a 
snow man's scarf. Cliff Richard's Mistletoe and Wine was 


on heavy rotation superseded only by Wham!'s Last 
Christmas. Her solitary time passed quickly and soon there 
was a knock on the door. That could only mean one thing. 

With a sense of excitement that was only partly forced 
Rose rushed to the door after checking her make up in the 
hall mirror. It was perfect. 

Scott appeared at the door in huge duffle coat. Rose 
didn't really think a duffle coat suitable attire for a grown 
man, especially not in London, and soon it was whisked off. 
Taking what he thought was a hint Rose was soon whisked 
upstairs to excited screams and gasps. With an unfamiliar 
debauched, glamorous feeling Rose found herself placed 
gently on her bed. Rose was soon lovingly embraced, 
undressed and made love to. 

Scott had become accustomed to kissing Rose. Scott had 
become accustomed to making love to Rose and sleeping 
over at 151. So comfortable was he in Rose's presence he 
felt uncomfortable out of it. 

At first Scott had lingered on the floor by Rose's bed, her 
hand trailing down to his. Later Scott had waited on Rose's 
bed and she hadn't pushed him out so that was a big step 
forward. And when Rose laid a condom on her pillow Scott 
found he was erect for days after. Rose's body was so 
petite, pale and feminine he barely dared to touch her. But 
his instinct was gentle and his behaviour gentlemanly. Rose 
bloomed underneath his manly vigour dampened in its 
dangerous power by a deep seated love. 

A pretty girl Rose was not unused to admiration. A 
melancholy teenage Rose had let a boy make love to her 
but only so as to get it out of the way. And once out of the 
way Rose saw no further need for it until love desired it 
endlessly. She knew her feelings for Scott were an mix of 
gratitude and pity which was uncomfortable but not so 
uncomfortable that she couldn't ignore it. She didn't like to 
think her body was Scott's reward. For it wasn't really. Not 


exactly. But why do single men and women ever meet and 
become one? 

Dressed only in his pants Scott, a smooth boyish 
loveliness of show, delved into his bag and brought out an 
early Christmas present very well wrapped in cheap but 
colourful paper. 

‘Oh Scott!' Rose beamed suddenly aflame. When was the 
last time an attractive straight man had given her a gift? 
Perhaps never? 

With a smile and a kiss she ripped the paper open. So 
well wrapped was it Scott had to help her. He glanced at 
the curve of her perfectly petite breast. Rose's night gown 
was far more transparent than might be expected. 

‘An iPod, how lovely,' she said after a hesitation. She 
inspected it. Its bright pink hue was appealing in a modern, 
sleek way. 

‘I know you ain't got one and I fought you could use it in 
the shop. Classical music 'n the like for your posh 
shoppers,' Scott said bouncing a little on the bed. 

‘What a good idea,' she said relieved he hadn't seen the 
three generations of iPod Peter had given Rose that she'd 
never opened, ‘But Interior Motives is not just for posh 
shoppers. It's for everyone. We have something for 
everyone. Every price range and taste. ' 

'I ain't sure my mates would come in.' 

'I wish they would. ' 

‘I don't,' he said and smiled ruefully. Rose watched his 
manly smile. Til now she had no idea a boy could be such a 
man. She had no real idea what a man was, his gentle yet 
intense power. 

‘Why?’ she asked smiling in her precious way at him. 
The sensual curve of her chin and thin, elegant neck was 
too wonderfully youthful and girlish. 

‘Coz they might want yer,’ Scott said and in a moment 
Rose was gently held, roughly kissed and thoroughly 
pleasured. 


My life is sensational after all, Rose thought after a 
scream, a gasp and a deep breath of sweet, sensuous air. 

So why after all that pleasure did Rose find herself 
standing, barely dressed and fresh from bed with Scott, 
outside Beefy's room. And why, on opening the door just 
ajar if that, did Rose picture how she might arrange the 
room, what wall paper she might choose, if the room were 
theirs? 


Chapter 23 


The last days before Christmas were imbued with a 
heady sense of unbelievable expectation, they floated with 
a maddeningly sweet impossibility. Across from 151, 
Greenwich Park was quiet, bare and vacant. The freezing 
northerly wind shook the naked, mournful trees. The 
permanently overcast skies cast a depression over London 
across the brown suburbs and the grey, placid seas beyond 
the Thames. 

But inside 151 the friends didn’t feel the enervating 
effect of the wintry December weather. Each house mate 
was managing a love affair. Some more excitedly than 
others, some more in love than others. But all had an affair 
of the heart to manage. And all were caught up in it. 

Blake had found a call centre job in Lewisham the main, 
the only, attraction of which was that the work started at 
midnight so he was able to spend his central heated 
evenings laughing and fucking with Kevin. On weekends 
they were to be found shopping and then watching X-factor 
in G-A-Y bar before an early night. Blake had even 
contacted the nice young boy in a wheelchair he'd 
accidentally on purpose insulted on his blog and invited 
him to New Years Eve at 151. 

At first the boy had told Blake to 'go fuck himself’. Blake 
wasn't sure if this was an insult or a come on. Blake 
explained to the boy that he'd done as told with the largest 
dildo in his rather large collection. After days of texting and 
instant messaging the boy, his name was Luke, seemed 
amused and agreed to attend. This was Blake's first step to 
a rehabilitation on the gay scene. 

Beefy and Sibel maintained a cool aloofness towards 
each other tempered only by the incredible sex Sibel so 


often demanded and Beefy readily gave. Beefy was allowed 
to meet Sibel's artfully bohemian set of Shoreditch friends 
who enjoyed Beefy's northern ways, northern accent and 
cute nose. He had the face of the era speaking of a 
restrained masculinity and the body of a clothes whore able 
to thrown on any and every slim fit shirt or carrot top 
trouser. 

Beefy almost became the muse of a moustached German 
designer who, primarily, wanted to undress Beefy and 
redress him in his own designs. Beefy's 'fitting' was 
arranged for early in December but canny Sibel insisted on 
attending the sitting. To the moustached German's utter 
disappointment and barely concealed disgust Beefy 
managed to keep his pants on. 

A busy, sophisticated woman Sibel didn't expect her 
boyfriend, more her boytoy, to be ever present but only 
present and correct when she needed him erect. So when 
Sibel was socialising in a bare-brick bar in Shoreditch and 
dining in a pop up cafe in Dalston Beefy was free to linger 
in Greenwich. 

Where he lingered she didn't know but Sibel had a 
feeling Rose might have been taking up too much of his 
time, and much else, at that charity shop she worked at. 
Unable to take Rose seriously as competition Sibel let 
Beefy waste his time on that shop if he liked. If Sibel had 
known quite how much Beefy liked wasting his time there 
(in face it was his favourite waste of time) she might have 
insisted he attend a few more of her friends' club nights, 
art openings and theatrical overdoses. 

It might have been a subconscious desire or it might 
have been carefully planned but Rose arranged it so that 
Beefy and Scott were never in the shop at the same time. 

Beefy attended to the books and other clever little retail 
things in the dimly lit evenings when a rattling east wind 
threatened snow. Scott helped her shift boxes and move 


furniture in his lunch breaks, tea breaks and cigarette 
breaks. Of course he didn't smoke. 

Meanwhile Rose flitted from furniture tableau to flower 
arrangement doing what she did best which was to make 
everything including herself very pretty. Admiration was 
like the bright light of an Easter morning to Rose, she 
awakened and grew and wondered how she'd ever survived 
the winter moping delicately in a vintage skirt over Peter. 

Of course she wouldn't make the same mistake twice, 
she wouldn't fall in love with a gay man, not again. Not 
when she wasn't really out of love with Peter. Or would 
she? Beefy was such a lovely man, so handsome and very 
good around the shop. But he was obviously very taken up 
by Jose. Although he rarely, if ever mentioned him, Beefy 
was at least often with him as Rose knew only too well from 
the many nights Beefy was absent from 151 or the 
arguments he seemed to have more and more often on the 
phone with someone, presumably Jose. 

Sitting in a dream at the black lacquer desk in vibrant 
blue trouser suit and white lace gloves these thoughts of 
Beefy floated appealingly through her sweetly naive little 
mind. At that very moment Beefy was watching Rose sit so 
prettily. It was as if she'd been waiting there in Greenwich 
all her life for Beefy to find her and take care of her for 
ever and ever. After drinking that moment in, and witha 
deep sigh, the ring of the shop door bell signalled his 
entrance. 

Delighted, Rose leaped up a little too quickly, her smile a 
little too wondrous, her cheek far too eager to be kissed. 

‘Everything is looking so very beautiful,’ Beefy said as he 
sipped on the tea Rose had made him. 

‘Yes, and it's all thanks to you, Beefy... I mean, you boys, ' 
Rose said chattily, 'I think we'll be ready for our grand 
opening in January, don't you?' she went on wondering 
what tasks she could concoct to detain Beefy as long as 
possible. 


'Yes, yes I do,' he replied, 'It will be wonderful, Rose,' he 
said quietly. He was sure it would be, 'Once we've finished 
the preparations I don't suppose you'll need me here so 
much,’ he said not expecting to. 

‘Oh,' Rose said, turned around, and found herself 
straightening the collection of black and white framed 
portraits of the Queen as a young woman, 'I expect I'll still 
need you,' she said while not looking at him. There was a 
momentary silence. 'You're bringing Sibel to the Christmas 
Eve meal?' Rose said, 'I expect,' she added. It was a shame 
their friendship was sometimes intolerably awkward, Rose 
thought. She couldn't imagine why that might be. Rather, 
she wouldn't let herself even begin to imagine why that 
might be. 

‘Yes, I expect so,' Beefy muttered, took up the accounts 
book and feigned a professional interest in it. 

Peter and Dave threw themselves into the kind of 
romantic rush only teenagers seem to have the time and 
energy to orchestrate in these cynical modern days. If they 
weren't meeting for dinner in a popular Italian in 
Blackheath, they were shopping for Christmas presents in 
Selfridges or taking long, mild walks in Greenwich Park. 

Dave's iridescently pale skin never ceased to amaze and 
intrigue Peter nor his strawberry blonde locks that were 
sometimes golden, other times red and always singularly 
attractive. Why he and the rest of British society had 
written off gingers as unspeakable he didn't know. Now he 
spoke only of Dave. 

Dave, of course, was as happy as Peter. He loved Peter 
for his self determination and unexpected humbleness, his 
physical beauty and bashful shyness. Peter seemed a 
contradiction to Dave. A contradiction he wanted to 
understand, resolve and make happy. And he couldn't 
believe his luck that this wealthy banker seemed smitten 
with him. 


Although 151 wasn't convenient for his senior school in 
Lewisham he could always cycle and though he felt 
encumbered to inform his friends that Peter was in the 
boring, not at all risky, part of banking (a lie) Peter was 
coming to represent all he wanted in a man. And all he ever 
needed too, at least for now. 

After a perfectly nice Saturday wander through 
Kensington's mews dodging the Ferraris and Bentleys, the 
Arabs and the Chinese, Dave and Peter carried on through 
Green Park. 

A cold winter's air upon them they did not feel, so taken 
up were they by the twinkling Christmas lights of Piccadilly, 
the books of the huge deco Waterstones (where they used 
the Gents) and their own patter of relaxed conversation. 
Ahead Brewer Street with its prettily narrow streets lined 
with ancient village like terraces and beyond that the 
intense pink glow of Old Compton Street with its globalised 
world of lovely gay men. 

Still easily young enough to wander freely into G-A-Y 
Bar they went straight upstairs and managed to find seats 
by the windows. They squeezed between a group of 
Malaysians sipping on an intensely orange cocktail jug and 
a group of black youths dressed like naval new romantics. 
At one time Peter would have loved to have cast away with 
at least one of them but not now, not really. 

Having bagsied the seat Peter went to the bar to order 
four pints of beer as it was still happy hour and G-A-Y beer 
was Cheaper than anything else to be found on Old 
Compton Street. 

He was about to place his order with the vested Latin 
bar boy when he caught the eye of someone he recognised 
but wasn't sure he liked enthusiastically kissing an older 
man. He looked away at the Bananarama video playing, 
remembered to order the beers, and looked back. 

That was when he remembered who the enthusiastic 
man was. It was Blake's Kevin. 


Peter blushed and muttered something under his breath. 
He considered taking a photo with his iPhone but recalled 
the trouble that had got Blake into and, instead, fired up 
Grindr. 

To his horror he found a topless picture of the portly 
Kevin with the tag 'I shag in toilets.’ This was confusing. He 
returned to Dave but felt unable to broach the subject. 
After two pints he'd forgotten the subject. 


Blake had made the most of his regaytionshipness. 
Rather as with Peter he'd taken Kevin shopping to shape 
him into the kind of man he thought he'd like to date. Kevin 
was amused, even pleased at first. But the kind of styling 
Blake had in mind was that appropriate for a lithe barely 
legal teen. Kevin could still remember his teens, was rarely 
legal, but he wasn't lithe. Not by gay standards though he 
might have been lithe for a straight guy. Clearly that wasn't 
lithe enough. 

After one skinny T-shirt and a wide neck sweater looked 
ridiculous on him Kevin had refused to try anything else. 
He'd refused to get his hair cut, had turned the other cheek 
at tinted moisturiser and laughed at mattefying nose wipes. 

Kevin wasn't unfashionable, he had a style all of his own, 
he was just disinterested in the latest trends. Especially 
when the latest trends were aimed at teenagers who still 
went shopping with their Mums. 

Blake had enjoyed the last few weeks with Kevin in the 
way a teenager likes a new dance album. It was novel. It 
was exciting and brightly coloured and it had the capacity 
to be something he'd love all his life. But that didn't mean 
he wouldn’t want another and quite soon. 

He didn't allow himself to think that, however, and after 
a rough fuck in the disabled toilets in M&S he didn't think 
much at all. 

He didn't think about all the times Kevin didn't answer 
his phone. 


He didn't think about all the times Kevin said he was too 
tired to meet. 

Or all the times Kevin perved at other men and he'd 
wished Kevin hadn't. 

Blake didn't think about all that for he was so pleased to 
have found a boyfriend... of sorts. 


Chapter 24 


And so the longed for day arrived. Christmas Eve 
exploded into a dream-like reality for the four couples due 
to dine at 151 that night. 

Four couples that were once single people. Single 
people who had not all known each other at the start of the 
winter. And now they knew each other intimately. One 
couple, of course was a secret couple, but nevertheless 
they were a reasonably happy secret couple. 

Despite all the decadence, drama and debauchery of the 
warm up to Christmas the inhabitants of 151 did not forget 
the true meaning of Christmas. They fully intended, if they 
fully intended to do anything (which was rare) to attend 
midnight mass at St Alfege's. 

They'd been to the ancient and beautiful candle lit 
service for years. It made them feel content and holy and, 
moreover, it was camper than Christmas and packed with 
all the queers, queens and drunks from the Rose and 
Crown. As such there was nowhere else to be seen in 
Greenwich at midnight other than the warm and theatrical 
surrounds of St Alfege's. 

As always at 151 there were salt dough nativity 
characters to make, bake and then paint. Whether or not 
Kylie, Madonna and the Iron Lady were really at the 
Nativity history does not clearly state. But they were 
perennially amongst the poorly rendered but brightly 
coloured salt dough characters at 151. 

There was also plenty of sherry, a chocolate log, carols 
from Kings College (turned down very low) and possibly a 
walk through the festive streets of Greenwich. 

Dave arrived before even Peter had finished work 
because school was, of course, off for the holiday. 


Rose, thinking it the height of bad manners to impose 
himself upon her at this most psychological of moments 
readying the meal, suggested Dave might cut up the 
vegetables. Watching him rapidly cut everything into tiny 
squares Rose wished even more that he hadn't arrived 
rudely early and moreover that he didn't exist. 

Of course she didn't say anything as she'd already 
decided to keep this new interest of Peter's as close to her 
as possible. Rose had heard about keeping enemies close 
but she'd not had the opportunity to experience it as she 
never had an enemy. When she thought of having an enemy, 
such as someone cruel to kittens and puppies or, say, a 
racist, she could never imagine keeping her close. 

She couldn't think of what to say, couldn't bear to say 
nothing and began to feel awkward and flushed. 

‘Would you like a pinny?' she asked suddenly as she lit 
the oven. The clicking noise of the Aga and the sound of 
gas catching light lacked that homely feel tonight. 

‘Why not!' Dave said warmly and Rose found him a 
moderately sensible pinny from her collection featuring 50s 
prints, souvenirs of English seaside resorts and Lady Di's 
wedding. 

‘Are you bringing anyone tonight?' Dave asked after a 
painful discussion of Kevin and Blake's blossoming 
relationship. 

‘Oh, no one really... well, yes,' Rose muttered suddenly 
ashamed of Scott and guilty for that, 'a friend. A good 
friend,' she said resolutely and nodded; this was true. She 
did so need a drink. 

‘Ah that kind of friend,’ Dave said in a teasing way. 

Rose wasn't used to being teased about men even by gay 
men. She appeared unsettled. And why was the gravy 
sticking? 

‘Oh no. I mean, yes, perhaps,' she said and petered out. 

After a wild survey of the kitchen Rose grabbed a plate 
for Dave to put his thinly cut vegetables on. Thinking they 


would cook far too quickly Rose said, 'Oh! You have done 
well.' 

Dave looked at her kindly and smiled. 

He couldn't see why a woman who surrounded herself 
with gay men would be so awkward with another gay man. 
He was, he felt himself to be, a very ordinary gay man. And 
ordinarily ordinary gay men get on very well with 
melancholy girls like Rose. He had a thought. 

‘How long have you known Peter?' he asked 
nonchalantly and looked at a bottle of red in the large wine 
rack by the window. 

‘Would you like a drink?' Rose said her hands at her hair, 
'I should have offered!' She leaped at the bottle and 
fingered it as if she'd never seen such a thing before, 'I'm 
terrible,' she said. 

Her air of excited pain rose higher. Her mind began to 
swim with all the tasks she had to complete for this meal. 
Usually she'd love help, now she despaired of him. 

‘Anything’s fine,’ Dave suggested in a way which Rose 
took to mean it wouldn't be. 

Rose racked her brain for something suitably modern 
and exciting. She put the bottle back. 

‘Lagerita?' she said in a womanly fashion. She cut a far 
more louche air than she knew. 

An unclear and unsure explanation of what a Lagerita 
might be ensued followed by a trembling flick through a 
Nigella cookbook and a fumbled attempt. 

Rose did so wish Blake was there. She always wished 
Peter was there. 


Peter shot from the office at the unheard of hour of 
three o'clock so happy was he to be in a relationship at 
Christmas. He even missed the obligatory drinks with 
colleagues around the tea point. 

Descending in the tinsel strewn glass lift across London 
he could see the very many shops and streets decked out in 


their most alluring lights and shimmering excitement. 

London seemed very beautiful and hopeful. 

He rushed through the shops on Cheapside taking in the 
rare festive air, the intense panic that thrust across the 
shopping streets of London. A huge panic buy was upon the 
city and Peter loved to be caught up in it. 

Of course he'd ordered Dave's presents some weeks ago. 
The latest Apple products, a lap top and some sweet little 
soft toys, aftershave and cuff links. And a selection of ties 
as he was tiring of the appealing novelty of Dave wearing 
his own. 

The train from Charing Cross was heaving but so happy 
and excited were the passengers no one minded. At one 
end of the carriage a quick burst of Feed The World. At the 
other end a pious rendition of Holy Night. Both ended with 
rapturous applause and demands for more. 

Peter alighted to the sound of carol singers outside 
Greenwich station. He carefully pressed a £50 note into the 
collection box held by a little girl, passed the huge and 
brightly lit tree and made his way up to 151, his breath 
colourfully misting in the street light. 

His arrival at 151 on Christmas Eve was what he'd 
always wanted, dreamed and prayed it might be. His lovely, 
excited boyfriend met him enthusiastically at the door with 
a kiss, a bear hug and a grope. Rose was waiting in the 
kitchen having just managed to resist her maddening 
desire to fight with Dave to greet Peter at the door. 

‘It's wonderful to have my two favourite people in the 
world with me on Christmas Eve,' Peter said feeling life 
was wonderful, especially at Christmas. 

Dave and Rose smiled at Peter and then, after a 
hesitation, glanced at each other. What they saw they didn't 
like. 

‘Is that a Lagerita?' Peter asked happily before he was 
led by the hand from the kitchen to his room by Dave. As he 


was pulled laughing ecstatically from the kitchen he made 
an excited expression at Rose. 

But he found her a solitary figure looking towards the 
window with an uncharacteristic frown. 

It was a moment of intense power. 


‘You've been an awful good gay,' Peter said to Dave as he 
began to undress him, almost reluctant to remove the 
pinny. 

Dave laughed and flung off his trousers with a wild 
excitement and relaxed ease that comes from regularly 
sleeping with a man loved. 

After a quick fuck Peter lay with his head on Dave's 
chest marvelling at the brilliance of the hairs on his 
stomach. It was a fascination he knew he could never lose. 
His pale skin the object of such consuming pleasure. 

With his hands in Peter's hair, Dave casually asked, 'Is 
she playing the role of your sad and beautiful fag hag or is 
She for real?’ 

Until he'd glimpsed that expression of unutterable 
sadness on Rose's face Peter wouldn't have known what 
Dave had meant. But now he'd seen those melancholy eyes 
and sensed her air of desolation Peter began to have an 
inkling of his massive and impermeable effect on Rose. 

After far too long a hesitation as Peter's mind rushed 
with a million colour saturated memories of him and Rose, 
Peter shook his head. 

‘Not at all,’ he said and began speaking about Scott as if 
he and Rose were as good as married. 


‘He's very helpful isn't he, that shop boy?' Sibel said to 
Beefy archly as Scott brought out tray after tray of 
traditional dishes, starters and drinks, 'Does she pay him?' 
she asked. Sibel's eyes had been on Scott since she'd 
arrived at 151 for Christmas Eve dinner. 


Scott had assumed the lesbian with the weird half 
shaven head was looking down on him. 

Instead she was wanting to go down on him. Scott had 
that fresh faced enthusiasm that a moneyed woman of 
twice her age but half her libido would usually seek out. 

Sibel had a funny, insatiable taste for a young woman. 
Perhaps it was playing as a lesbian that had done it. 

‘Pay him for what?' Beefy asked in the elegant dinning 
room made into a Christmas camp drama by heaps of 
glittering tinsel, masses of multi coloured fairy lights 
borrowed from the kitchen and enough scented candles to 
heat a Greenwich council estate through a particularly 
harsh winter. They began to eat the traditional roast that 
Rose had prepared and Peter and Scott had rapidly helped 
to plate up. 

‘Pay him for serving. Why else would she have him 
here?’ Sibel said drily. 

‘I thought it was as a thank you for what he'd done at 
the shop,' Beefy said and chewed uncertainly on the finely 
chopped carrot. 

‘Ah,' she said immediately, 'I bet he's done her at the 
shop. ' 

‘Sibel,' Beefy said harshly with a frown, ‘Rose isn't like 
that.’ 

‘How do you know?’ Sibel asked surprised at his 
resistance. 

‘I don't,' he said glibly over the Christmas pop hits. 

‘Skip that Paul McCartney one, you know I can't stand 
the depressing synth noises,’ Blake shouted out. Peter 
skipped to the next track which was Wham's Last 
Christmas. Many of them began to sing as Rose brought in 
another enormous gravy boat. 

‘Last Christmas I gave you my heart but the very next 
day you gave it away,' Scott sang along with the others. 

‘This year to save me from tears I'll give it to someone 
special,’ Peter sang to Dave and began to talk in innocent, 


enthusiastic tones about the brilliance of their last few 
weeks together, the unexpected similarity of their taste in 
music, gadgets and so much more. 

It was wonderful for Peter to furnish Dave with all the 
laptops and iPods a gay man might desire but few can 
afford. With a wonderfully touching enthusiasm Peter 
looked forward to giving Dave all his carefully selected and 
wrapped Christmas presents. 

Dave had even told Peter his wifi password. 

You know you are close when you share wifi passwords. 
Peter was sure of that. 

But only a tiny little speck undermined Peter's simple 
joy. He was still in the closet to his parents. Peter put the 
thought of a lonely, incomplete Christmas Day lunch at 
home to the back of his mind and savoured his time with 
Dave. 

No one dared ask where Kevin was. 

Rose had made a few worried glances at Peter by way of 
intimation that he ought to do something or other for 
Blake. 

But of course those glances had been misread and Peter 
took them as further proof he'd badly misused Rose. 

Even Peter in a possible moment of victory in their silly 
little bet to get a boyfriend thought now might not be the 
best time to mention it. 

How long ago that September evening seemed. Then the 
possibility of a boyfriend seemed an impossibility. 
Something wonderous and unnatural that happened only to 
other men. 

Now a boyfriend had an almost mundane normality to it. 
But, no, that quick fumble before dinner was not mundane. 
It was deeply satisfying in a familiar, reassuring way. 

With the ecstasy of the pre-Christmas rush Peter had 
forgotten to tell Blake he'd seen Kevin slagging around in 
G-A-Y Bar. Luckily Dave had reminded him but with Blake 


looking so drear and even spoiling the atmosphere Peter 
wondered if he should intervene. 

He knew he'd want Blake to do the same for him, if (oh, 
how awful!) Dave was cheating on him. Peter finally saw his 
chance when the prosecco ran dry. 

‘Could you help me with the bottles?' Peter said to Blake 
who slowly, disinterestedly nodded. 

As Peter handed out the bottles from the large larder, 
more a room in its own right adjoining the kitchen, he 
wondered how to put it. 

He glanced at Blake's grey face cast in lurid multicolour 
by the fairy lights present even in the larder. He knew he 
had to do something. 

‘Kevin's a bit late, doll,' Peter said as lightly as possible. 
The silence was broken only by the sound of clinking 
bottles. 

‘He likes to make an entrance,' Blake muttered thinking 
it was a while since Kev had entered him. 

‘Are you two... still... you know?' Peter asked. 

Blake's expression indicated that they might not be. 

There's no easy way to Say this so I won't,' Peter said 
quietly so that Blake had to come closer into the larder 
away from the sounds of the party, 'I found this,' Peter said 
awkwardly and showed Blake the screen shot he'd taken of 
Kevin's Grindr profile 'seeking fun and cum now'. 

Blake feigned a laugh. 

‘Oh, I know about that,' Blake muttered unconvincingly. 
He turned to leave the larder, 'We've a modern relationship, 
you see... none of that monogamy,’ he said with a curled lip, 
‘that's for straights,’ he added and returned to the kitchen 
asking only if he might have a bottle of the prosecco to 
himself. 

Peter immediately acquiesced and watched his friend 
disappear thinking he could never imagine sharing Dave 
with anyone. He simply couldn't and most certainly 
wouldn't. 


How is that love? He thought to himself confusedly and 
brushed down the sleeves of his tuxedo jacket. 

During the cheese course there was a knock at the door. 
Only Blake failed to look up. 

A hush descended before Rose was able to say 
something encouraging about the Christmas cake which 
she hadn't tasted but hoped would be a delicious treat and 
really her favourite part of Christmas Eve. 

A brusque Kevin appeared and clearly had no intention 
of staying. Which seemed a good thing because he 
appeared the ghost of Christmas arse. And drunk to boot. 

‘I've just come to wish you a merry fucking Christmas, ' 
he said sourly, 'and to give my darling boyf his present,’ 
Kevin added and banged down a poorly wrapped bottle of 
wine 

Rose looked down, aghast. 

Sibel tittered; she did love drama. 

Kevin looked appalled at the sight of so many couples 
sitting cosily but excessively dressed in the mad formality 
of the dining room. He looked at the table setting saved for 
him with a kind of revulsion. It seemed a miracle when he 
removed his coat. 

‘How nice,' Rose said suddenly and looked very 
surprised when everyone, even Sibel, looked at her with 
panicked eyes hoping she might be able to lift the 
atmosphere. 

‘Thank you, darling,’ Blake said elegantly and rose, 'shall 
I open it in the kitchen?' He swept from the room followed 
by Kevin who said goodbye with a heavy finality. 

There was a hush before Peter began speaking loudly 
about his Christmas plans - a few days at home with 
mummy - and then asked Sibel what she was doing. 

She said something sarcastic along the lines of lesbians 
not celebrating Christmas before Beefy interjected with an 
irrelevant story about the pre-Christmas rush at work. 
Denim shirts were still selling out against expectations. 


Blake poured the red wine, one glass, and passed it to 
Kevin. In the darkened kitchen, lit only by a string of fairy 
lights, Blake cut an enigmatic air. He sighed 
melodramatically and began stacking the dishwasher. 

There was much he could say. But where could he start? 
He was about to when his eyes caught the fairy lights 
shining on a used glass. It appeared dizzyingly beautiful. 
Blake paused, his mind a blankness, before he put it in the 
dishwasher. 

‘This wine's not bad,' Kevin said, in the vast kitchen, a 
voice from nowhere. 

Blake slowly closed the dishwasher door. 

‘It's not working,' Blake said and turned, his arms 
folded, to look at the garden. 

‘Oh,' Kevin said studying the bottle closely. He frowned. 
He wanted to make a silly joke about whether it was the 
dishwasher that wasn't working but a lump in his throat 
stopped him. Was he fonder of Blake than he'd admitted to 
himself? 

‘So you've sensed it too,’ Blake replied melodramatically 
and snapped his head towards Kevin. He saw what he took 
to be disinterest on Kevin's face and was disappointed. 

‘You haven't told me your wifi password,’ Blake said 
quietly. 

‘You haven't asked,' Kevin said, annoyed and then, 
‘Could you shut up about all this?' he sniped and laughed in 
a vague hope to hedge his bets. But all bets were off. 

Blake retained a kind of stoic calmness. On home turf he 
felt he was on safe ground of some sort. 

'I suppose I'm not ready for a relationship,' Blake said at 
length. Kevin remained silent but his presence seemed to 
fill the room, 'And I don't think you are either... I know 
you've been sleeping with other men,' Blake muttered. 

Before Kevin could deny it Blake carried on, 'And I don't 
care.’ 


Suddenly painfully sober Blake came to see the fallacy of 
his silly teenage dreams for a boyfriend. 

He'd so wanted to win a boyfriend he hadn't thought 
what he might lose. 

Blake wasn't ready to leave behind the brilliant rush of 
pulling and snogging a random Brazilian on the dance floor. 

He wasn't willing to lose the life affirming excitement of 
sex with a cum-loving manwhore stranger. 

Not yet and not for Kevin. 

'I want to sleep around too,' Blake said in an almost 
pleased tone. 

Listening to Peter's and Dave's stories of how they'd 
shared wifi passwords, swapped mobile networks to be on 
the same one and had to go to extreme lengths not to buy 
the same clothes Blake had come to realise with a rapid 
realisation that a boyfriend was not for Christmas but for 
life. 

Blake knew he didn't want a boyfriend. But did he want 
his exhausting old cum guzzling life back? 

After a cold, silent kiss in the darkened kitchen the 
drama of Kevin's exit was dampened a little by his need to 
pop back in and get his coat. And again by asking Dave in 
the dining room if he was coming. Dave wasn't coming. 

The front door of 151 closed with a thud. 

Behind Blake the laughter, music and tinkling sound of 
tea things filtered through to the kitchen. How gay and 
happy everything seemed out there for the couples in the 
warm and candle lit dining room. Why couldn't life be one 
endless round of lovely parties? 

For a moment he was only vaguely sad. But then an 
unutterable darkness fell over him, a well known despair 
reminiscent of those moments when he thought of his debt 
or of his stealing from friends or of the unending loneliness 
of life. Usually shopping would blot that pain out. Tonight 
the shops were shut. 


Without knowing it Blake had been pacing up and down 
the kitchen opening drawers and cupboards. Then he 
realised what he'd been looking for. 

In a second Blake was in his bedroom throwing aside the 
unopened bags and unworn clothes. At last he found it. A 
very large wrap of cocaine. 

The unlit room was very dark and still but the sounds of 
the party downstairs, though seeming very remote, would 
keep reminding Blake that life went on. At least for some, 
he thought. 


‘So you're seeing Rose,' Sibel asked Scott sidling up to 
him somewhat on the drawing room sofa. Her heavy air of 
sophisticated womanhood was intimidating to him. As was 
the plunge of her black dress and bony chest. 

'Yes,' he said and smiled at her suspiciously. His youthful 
features scarred with a terribly, deep frown. 

‘Like her do you?' she asked all smiles and voluminous 
eyelashes. 

Scott could see her skeletal chest in the deep neck of 
her shapeless dress and wondered if she knew how awful 
her body looked to him. 

He looked for Rose but she was in the kitchen. Peter and 
Dave were chatting intimately across the room and paid 
them no attention. 

'I love her,' he said as a kind of defiance and 
immediately regretted it. Until he said it he'd not known he 
could say it out loud. He had a terrible sensation of 
weakness, even guilt. Sibel's smile made things even 
worse. 

'Sure about that?' she asked. She seemed not exactly 
amused, more bored. 

'Yes, I am... thank you,' he said with a growing anger. 
The room seemed so very hot. The many scented candles 
made it difficult to breathe. 

‘Let you take her from behind does she?' 


‘Rose is a lady,' he said knowing he should just walk 
away but his simple, pure, manly love for Rose made him 
want to defend her. 

‘Sure about that? Don't you think she'd prefer Peter or 
even Beefy?’ Sibel rounded on him knowing how to inflict 
as much pain as possible. It was obvious to her Scott would 
never sleep with her so she might as well have another type 
of fun. 

She stood, looming over him. Her shadow sucked the life 
and colour from Scott's ruddy cheeks. 

‘No I don't. I... er... I don't know.' She had him here. A 
notion he'd forced below the surface of his longing for Rose 
broke out. 

He looked sharply away and then down wondering 
where Beefy and Rose were. Scott couldn't hide his upset. 
Not even from himself. He knew he wasn't good enough for 
Rose. Not nearly good enough. 

'I should know,' she said without explanation. 'I know... 
where's Beefy and Rose now?’ 

‘Beefy's gay... it's... it's not possible,’ he said as much to 
himself as to Sibel who had sat back down. She toyed with 
a glass of whiskey in the most sinister way. A man's drink 
he thought. It smelt repulsive. 

‘How would you know, dear?’ she said lying back on the 
sofa. Her pale hand trailed onto his firm thigh, 'Haven't you 
seen the way Beefy looks at her. And she him?' Her finger 
traced the line of a circle on his thigh, 'Not had any doubts? 
she said in a whisper close to a hiss. She looked at the 
thick, clean expanse of skin on his neck. How she'd like to 
corrupt the boy. 'Even now he's probably making love to 
her in the kitchen' she said in harsh whisper. 

Scott made a clipped sound like an injured animal about 
to be killed brutally. 

‘Mince pies, anyone? Rose asked brightly appearing at 
the door of the drawing room. Beefy trailed behind. 


All turned to look at her and in the hesitation before 
Scott jumped up Rose simply wanted to die. She'd seen 
Sibel's expression as she gazed at Scott. It was simply 
horrible. 

Scott stood and forced a hot pie into his mouth without a 
smile or glance at Rose. Her own smile died. 

She put the plate down and sat awkwardly on the sofa. 

After a pause Beefy sat next to Sibel. 

‘Where's Blake?' Rose asked. 

‘Oh, he argued with Kevin and left,' Sibel said happily. 
Another little victory over silly little Rose, she thought. 

With an air of maltreatment Scott sat close to Rose on 
the sofa. He kept his eyes on the white coffee table 
unwilling even to flick through the glossy magazines piled 
neatly under it. 

Sibel watched him. She knew he was lost to her. She felt 
an anger. It seemed that every man in the room adored 
Rose and no one her. 

Unwilling to let Sibel cast such a malevolent atmosphere 
across the room Rose remembered her preparation for the 
salt dough nativity. 

‘Who'll paint baby Jesus?' Rose asked innocently as she 
kneeled to knead the salt dough. Blake usually did it. 

‘Why don't you?' Sibel asked Rose accusationally. 

‘Oh, I...er, yes, but Blake... he.. er, or I don't mind if 
you...’ Rose said with a confused brightness. Sibel stood 
towering above her in the candlelight. 

‘What's the matter, Rose? Lost one of your gay 
groupies?’ Sibel sneared. She did so hate Rose and her 
conscious innocence. 

Rose sat very still. Her hand came to her mouth. Then 
she began to shake a little. She glanced at Peter who was 
watching the proceedings vaguely. Dave's hand was in his. 
Beefy muttered something about fag hags. Sibel gave him a 
look of intense disdain. 


‘Speak up, will you, Beefy,' Sibel cried haughtily, 'You're 
another of her gays she'd love to have.' Sibel's thin arms 
were thrown out. She appeared a frightening figure of 
genuine hate. 

‘Oh no, I wouldn't love to have them,' Rose said clumsily, 
her hand at her mouth, and then, afraid she'd put anyone 
off, ‘though I wouldn't rule it out,' she whispered trailing 
off. She seemed saddened, resigned to a painful and lonely 
existence. 

‘I can't take any more of this ridiculous queen bee and 
her queen bitches!' Sibel scowled and without another 
word left. 

Sensing both truth and cruelty in Sibel's words Rose 
immediately burst into tears and rushed to her bedroom 
the very picture of a helpless period drama heroine. She 
hated herself for his and for the assembled men for 
confirming Sibel's assertion by simultaneously standing to 
comfort her as she fled and calling out to her from the 
hallway. 

In the drawing room, a floor below Rose's darkened 
room, the remaining men shuffled ridiculously. Beefy and 
Scott glanced at each other surreptitiously. 

Only Peter did not feel terribly gauche for he was Rose's 
best friend, he was in love with another man and cared not 
a jot for Beefy or Scott. He offered more drinks. 

Scott grabbed a large scotch, muttered something about 
Rose and then rushed up the stairs after her. 

Beefy watched him leave the room with a very fierce 
expression. His heart had begun to pound the moment he 
heard Rose's tears and he tore at himself internally wishing 
he could comfort her. He listened intently to what might be 
happening above. He heard a knock, a garbled sentence or 
two whispered from afar and then a door open and close 
ever so quietly. 

Returning his consciousness to the room he watched 
Peter and Dave for a moment and then went to bed feigning 


tiredness. 

‘It's simply the drama and the decadence of Christmas 
Eve at 151,' Peter later said to Dave with a smile. 

Dave laughed, felt confused at what had happened, then 
felt a sweet joy as Peter made love to him on the thick 
carpet of the drawing room. 


Chapter 25 


Knowing Blake had argued with Kevin, Peter knocked at 
his door the following morning but silence was the only 
response. It was Christmas Day. 

‘You can come home with us, if you like,’ Peter said in a 
high, awkward tone. He most certainly hoped Blake 
wouldn't come. 

Met with silence again Peter returned to bed to unwrap 
his gifts from Dave. 

But first he had to unwrap the pants he'd given Dave 
from Dave's lovely body. This done, and a rapid but 
pleasurable wank out of the way, the boys set to opening 
their presents from each other. 

Peter had made a point of not over doing it knowing 
Dave earned what he felt was an impossibly pitiful wage. 
Nevertheless he'd given him all sorts of Apple products, a 
laptop and lots of pants, ties and aftershave. 

Peter was developing a fetish for pants and in particular 
for Dave in and out of those pants. 

Dave was very pleased with what he'd been given and 
Peter was very pleased that Dave was pleased. So pleased 
that for some time they kissed intimately, their bodies 
wrapped around each other with all the freshness and 
unknown excitement of sex on Christmas morning. 

Peter was almost moved to tears by the little gifts Dave 
had chosen for him including T-shirts, DVDs and an 
electronic thermometer so Peter would know when to turn 
off the central heating. Dave did think 151 excessively 
warm. 

These little trinkets and souvenirs of their love Peter felt 
he'd remember all his life. The two men were wrapped in a 
kind of blissful, glittering cocoon of highly sexualised love. 


The bed was their perfect world, Peter's room an adored 
universe. 

‘I'll miss you, I mean that,' Dave said as he left into the 
cold, misty morning. 

Peter agreed, thinking hitherto that two nights with 
family rather a short a time for missing someone but 
knowing it was all too possible now, and watched Dave 
leave in his little old Peugeot. 

It sped up the street with a toot of the horn and fora 
good few moments Peter panicked at the thought Dave 
might have an accident and he'd never see him again. So 
worried was he he asked Rose if she thought it likely. She 
didn't think it was so Peter was reassured somewhat but 
not completely. 

He smiled at the thought that Dave would never quite be 
from him mind. This was as dear as it was concerning. 
Peter would have phoned Dave to tell him he loved him, 
something they'd innocently skirted about so far, had he 
not wanted to distract him as he drove. 

Knowing he was in danger of becoming a cloying and 
silly lover, the kind he would have despaired of up until 
now, Peter knew he had to get balance. That balance being 
a short time apart. 

Soon it was time to ready themselves for the short drive 
to Peter's home. 

Rose, her parents often living abroad for her father's 
surveying work, was used to spending Christmas with 
Peter's family. And they, thinking Peter and Rose were as 
good as married, were used to her too. 

Beefy of course was meant to be with Sibel but since the 
argument had arranged to spend the day with Jose. It 
seemed Jose was throwing a huge Latin knees up of sorts 
that was sure to involve plenty of garlic and Spanish 
sausage and a handsome Englishman would be the perfect 
addition. 


Rose was surprised to find him lingering at the kitchen 
window. He seemed reluctant to be leaving 151. Beefy 
gazed at the bright, misty garden and jumped when Rose 
spoke his name. 

‘But how will you get to Jose,' Rose fretted, 'the tubes 
aren't running. ' 

‘I'll cycle, Rose,' Beefy said blankly, his mind still 
lingering in the garden, ‘It's only through Rotherhithe 
tunnel and a few blocks north of Limehouse. ' 

‘And what is a Spanish Christmas Day like?' she asked. 
She wasn't sure she liked the idea of Beefy enduring 
something foreign on today of all days. If only he could 
come with her and Peter. But that was impossible however 
much she desired it. His place was with Jose not her but 
she couldn't quite put the sentimental image from her 
mind. 

‘God knows,’ Beefy said with an air of remorse and ran 
his hand through his ever lengthening quiff. It flopped back 
down across his forehead, its light brown hairs spilling 
brilliantly in the daylight. He flicked his head in a petulant, 
boyish way, the way Rose had watched beautiful slim, fey 
six form boys outside her school. 

Rose adjusted her pinny which she wore over the most 
marvellous vintage little black dress. She turned to make a 
pot of tea. 

Beefy turned to look at her legs, his eyes burning into 
her lovely, slim bottom and up to the great scoop of white 
skin of back that met her kissable neck. He sighed. 

‘Of course, you could come with us,' she said hardly 
believing she had and knowing it unlikely that he would. 
Her eyes remained on the tea pot. A heavy silence. 

In her desire addled mind it seemed to her that Beefy 
was seriously considering it. This was both gratifying and 
alarming. Unable to let the tea brew for as long as she 
ought Rose quickly took out the tea cups to break the 
unspoken spell of desire. 


‘I ought to be with Jose,' Beefy said at last and looked 
very closely at Rose as she poured him a cup of tea. 

She passed him the cup and looked up into his 
grey/green eyes, her eyelashes glistening in the light. 

Could he touch her hand as she did so? He did; and fora 
moment too long. A moment far too long. 

A kind of crackling electricity flared between them in 
the elongating moment. It was palpable. 

Beefy was aroused and could, would and really ought to 
have embraced Rose taking her for the first time in a 
stolen, perfect kiss. 

But had Rose felt it? Had she felt a deep seated longing 
to be pressed close to his naked body, to feel his smooth 
skin on hers, his mouth pressed against her? 

She had. And the intense reality of it frightened her. The 
cup she held shook and looked about to spill. It slammed 
down. Hot tea scalded both their hands. He licked his. 
Rose, she pressed hers against her pinny. She drew away 
mumbling an apology. 

‘That was my fault,' she said at length. 

‘No it was mine, it really is all my fault,' he said before 
he left the kitchen in a pent up air. 

‘But it's only tea. I've plenty more in the pot,' Rose 
mumbled after him. 

What did this all mean? Rose could only wonder. 

Perhaps the poor man was upset to have argued with his 
friend, Sibel. 

Why had they argued so? she wondered. It was almost 
like a lovers tiff. 

Doubtful she'd ever know what was in Beefy's mind Rose 
poured away his untasted tea with an air of finality. She 
probably wouldn't see him now for some days, she thought 
sadly. 

Why was Christmas morning so appallingly melancholy? 
Was it so in previous years? Shouldn't she feel some kind of 
happy, uplifting joyous notion? Oh, why was she like this? 


Moments later Peter appeared dressed appealingly in 
navy shirt and dark slacks, his polished shoes flashing 
darkly. 

‘Why are you standing there like that?' He snapped, 
‘We've got to go. Mum'll go mad if we're late,' he said and 
disappeared. 

‘Why am I standing here like this?' Rose wondered to 
herself thinking only of Beefy's worried looking eyes a 
moment before. 


Chapter 26 


‘Midnight mass is not what it was,' Peter's Mother, 
Diana, said with heavy meaning, 'more sprouts, Rose dear?’ 

Arriving somewhat late for lunch at Peter's parent's 
plain but attractive forties house in semi-rural 
Hertfordshire, a perfunctory champagne toast had been 
rushed before they found themselves seated for lunch. 

Rose shook her head, thinking Christmas wasn't what it 
was either. Her dark locks under orange paper crown 
bounced prettily by her mild face. 

‘You've severed enough vegetables, darling,' Jack, 
Peter's Dad, said kindly, ‘just sit down will you,' he almost 
snapped. 

Seemingly oblivious Diana poured everyone gravy and 
then sat elegantly at the head of the table. 

The large dining room was expensively decorated in the 
very height fashion. But it was the height of fashion of 1999 
so there were plenty of beiges, browns and a red accent 
colour that would seem to clash with Rose's paper crown. 

There was a general looking down and nudging of knives 
and forks still in place on the table. 

‘Do start,’ Diana said after a delicate intake of breath. 
She wore the most ravishing black sequin and lace skirt 
matched with black silk blouse. She was a beautiful woman 
who knew how to use her appearance to impress. 

Much eating took place and a certain amount of wine 
was drunk as crackers were pulled, and jokes read out 
before Mum uttered a little scream. 'Candles!' she cried 
and rushed at the sideboard where a certain amount of 
scrabbling could be heard before a box of matches was 
found and candles lit hastily. 


Candles lit and the atmosphere ruined Christmas lunch 
progressed satisfactorily until Peter began checking his 
iPhone. This even annoyed Rose who managed to kick him 
under the table. 

He made an irritated expression at her but put the 
phone away. Christmas pudding was produced, an 
impressive blue ball of fire and without tears this year. 

‘He's far too high,' Diana said sharply, 'far too high’. 
There was a silence. 

‘Who is?' Rose asked quietly. 

‘Our new vicar,’ Diana replied, 'he's so high he's almost 
in Rome,' she said with a mixture of angst and exhaustion. 

‘Don't worry dear, I'm sure a word from you will bring 
him down,' Jack said chortling. But this didn't mollify 
Diana. Something was clearly on her mind. 

‘Have you lost weight, Peter,’ Diana asked after a tiny 
mouthful of pudding, looking accusationally at Rose, 'has 
he?' she asked. 

‘I think he looks very well,' Rose said after a sip of 
dessert wine. 

‘But you would say that, dear, you're with him every day 
and, er, evening' she hesitated having wanted to say 'night' 
but deciding to keep that back for Boxing Day, 'A mother 
notices these things.' She smiled and laughed a tinkling 
little laugh with more than an edge of expectation if not 
annoyance. 

‘Come dear,' Jack said shooting Diana a kindly meant 
warning look, 'Here's to Christmas,’ 

After a toast Peter pleaded to be allowed to open 
presents so the family, if it could be called that, retired to 
the large drawing room. 

He immediately took out his phone. He'd had numerous 
sweet little texts and pictures from Dave. He wondered why 
he hadn't heard from Blake. 

After a number of gifts were distributed by Peter, torn 
open and soon dropped to the plush beige carpet, Diana 


insisted upon a further pause in the proceedings for coffee, 
asking for help from her husband. 

There was a delay before this was brought in, voices 
were raised in the kitchen and Peter's presence was 
requested. But he soon returned with a tray laden with 
coffee and expensive looking biscuits. 

Mum and Dad returned. 

Diana spoke in a high tight voice about how well 
everyone had done with presents this year and shortly after 
the cafetiere was plunged with excessive ceremony. 

Peter pulled out his iPhone. 

‘Why is that phone out?' Diana snapped with an 
impressive hauteur. 

After a hesitation and a glance at Rose Peter mentioned 
his concern about Blake alone at Christmas. Rose touched 
Peter on the arm and fiddled nervously with the White 
Company scented candles she'd been given by Peter's 
parents. Outside in the bleak fields and lifeless hedgerows 
a drizzle fell. The atmosphere was excessively drear. 

‘I don't want to ruin Christmas, who would? But I'm 
worried about Blake,' Peter said and held his breath. 

‘Oh,' his Mum said, 'of course. Your flatmate.' She 
pursed her lips and looked into away. Then, with a natural 
elegance she said, 'of course, darling, if you're worried 
about your friend,’ and put down her glass of white wine. 
Her coffee lay untouched. She nodded to Dad to refill her 
wine which he did immediately as if he had sensed in 
advance. 

Rose looked left and right wondering why the CD of 
carols had stopped. 

‘We can't leave you... it wouldn't be right,’ Peter said 
thinking out loud. Did he have an unacknowledged desire 
to flee this awkwardness? The fear of his mother's 
questions? 

‘Perhaps I'll stay,' Rose said. Peter looked interested. 

‘No, you young people must be together ' Diana said. 


'No,' Peter said almost excitedly thinking Rose's 
presence here would make up for his absence, 'why not 
stay? I'll be back tonight.' He jumped up indicating a 
decision made. 


With a resigned passivity Rose watched Peter collect his 
things in his childhood bedroom. 

‘You don't know what it's like,’ Peter was saying. He 
seemed to be packing a lot of his bags for an afternoon's 
drive, 'You don't understand the struggle. You have always 
been loved.’ 

Rose was so startled she laughed. How ridiculously 
naive men were, she thought as surprise turned almost to 
anger. She didn't show it. 

‘It's different for gay men,' he went on boldly, 'We only 
have each other.' 

It's more different for women, Rose thought as she 
waved from the wide double doors, the icicle shaped lights 
flashing malevolently above her, I have no one, she thought, 
not really. 

Nevertheless she managed to smile and wave and truly 
wished he would find Blake well and happy. 

There was still a vague possibility Peter might return 
that night. He had promised to do so, after all. 

Peter's mother watched Rose wave pathetically to her 
son with a withering pity close to revulsion for the girl. It 
was almost dark when Rose at last turned from the window 
and felt an immense shock to meet Diana's eyes. 

‘Oh, sorry,' Rose apologised automatically, 'I didn't 
realise the time.’ 

‘Didn't you? I did. I expect it's much later than you 
thought,' she uttered with an air of leaving much unsaid. 

‘Perhaps I'd better go to bed,' Rose said but found 
disagreement. 

‘Give me a hand in the kitchen, won't you. ' 


With a terrible dread Rose followed Peter's Mum to the 
large, cream country cottage kitchen. 


‘You two were, are very quiet,' Diana said to Rose as 
they stacked the dishwasher. 

‘Are we?' Rose said almost inaudibly. The kitchen 
seemed to close in on her. She looked through the window 
but the light had died. 'I don't think, I mean, I can't imagine 
why,' she babbled. And then, defiant, ' I don't think we are. ' 

‘You were.’ Diana had the same conclusive summing up 
as her son. 

‘Oh.' Rose looked wildly round for more plates to stack 
away. She grabbed at some. 

‘Why are you here, dear?’ Diana said slowly, 
unexpectedly, her head turned away almost touching her 
own shoulder. 

‘Its Christmas,’ Rose said, her hands held out, as if that 
were explanation enough. 

‘I mean why you?' Diana repeated with her eyes 
unfocused on the darkened garden. 

Rose noticeably started. She looked around the kitchen 
strewn with today's used cartons and sauce pans. 
Everything seemed a terrible mess. 

‘Sorry I don't mean that at all,’ Diana paused, took an 
expensive looking hand cream and applied it to her still 
beautiful hands. 'Do you think he's, er...‘ Here she trailed 
off. 

A creeping fear came over Rose. A kind of nervous 
sickness. She'd have given anything to flee from that 
disordered kitchen, that disappointed house and simply 
have run back to London as Peter had. 

But of course she would never do any such thing. Was 
this what it was like for the closeted homosexual, she 
wondered, through her real fear. Of course she could never 
betray Peter, never out him to his Mother. That was only for 
him to do. 


‘His Father and I... you see, don't you?' she asked almost 
helplessly, 'We do wonder if he...' 

Rose blinked. Other than that she appeared perfectly 
still. 

‘We do wonder if he'll ever propose.’ Her eyes were 
suddenly on Rose. 

‘Oh that!' Rose almost laughed. She could cope with 
that. She'd been coping with it since she'd met Peter. With 
a modicum of confidence Rose stood and poured herself 
and Diana a drink from one of the many bottles of wine. 

‘You'll have to ask him,' she said with a womanly tone. It 
was almost in an all girls together way. 

‘I can't ask him,' Diana said quietly, 'that's why I'm 
asking you.’ 

Rose simply shrugged her shoulders almost dismissivelly. 
This had an effect. 

‘We wonder what's wrong with you,' Diana said, harsh. 
But then put her hand on Rose’s arm as if to soften the 
blow. 

Rose starred at the woman hardly believing what had 
been said. Framed by the black windows her beauty 
seemed hardly damaged. She was a fine adversary. 

‘The woman is always at fault,’ Rose said with some 
dignity and immediately regretted it. 

‘I'm sorry, Rose,' Diana said quickly and turned towards 
her. Rose paused. It was obvious, and a relief, that no hug 
was forthcoming, 'But you do like him, don't you. ' 

Rose nodded automatically. 

‘And you've been together for such a long time now,' 
Diana added getting in to her madly delusional stride, ‘and, 
well, I know you're not a career girl. So... I... we wondered 
what you were doing wrong.’ 

‘I'm not... there is not... nothing wrong with me, not 
really,’ Rose said fighting back the tears that would seem to 
come, ‘There's nothing wrong with either of us'. Without 


knowing it Diana had hit upon the key to Rose's lonely 
unhappiness; she always felt not quite good enough. 

Not quite good enough for a man, not quite good enough 
to be happy, not quite good enough for anything. 

There was a shuffling in the hall; Peter’s father had been 
listening. 

As if by mutual consent both women turned slightly 
away from each other. The horrifying atmosphere cracked 
and collapsed. 

Without a word Rose left the kitchen, said good night to 
Jack and ascended to her usual room. 

She was appalled and almost frightened to find an 
unmade bed waiting for her. 

No one would ever take the trouble to make her bed, she 
thought, not even at Christmas. 

With confused and sad thoughts of Scott and Beefy, Rose 
closed her eyes for a longed for sleep that would not come 
for hours. 


Chapter 27 


Peter drove far too quickly through the empty, darkening 
streets. If he thought too much about it, which he tried very 
hard not to do, he felt a kind of relief to be away from the 
suspicion and questions of his mother. He didn't like that he 
felt this way so he resolved not to feel anything. 

The nearer he was to home and the farther from his 
parents the less his conscience weighed. 

A sharp turn of the car to avoid a white, lumbering lorry. 

Soon cosy, 1930s terraces appeared. The thick density of 
London increased, yellow street lights flickered on, traffic 
appeared and the car's speed slowed. 

Driving at night has a certain glamour, Peter thought as 
he became conscious of the luxury of his attire from the 
new silk trousers to the darkly attractive Armani shirt he'd 
bought especially for Christmas Day. 

The last glow of day fell from the sky as he drew into 
Greenwich, passing the impressive tower of the town hall 
and the white glow of St Alfege's. The sharp incline 
indicated his arrival at his road. 

The hall light was on, surely a good sign, but a heavy 
intensity weighed upon him. The house was 
uncharacteristically warm, too warm even. 

Hit by a sudden nervous rush of adrenaline Peter leaped 
up the stairs. He would have cried out Blake's name but felt 
too foolish. 

A knock on the door. No answer. 

Another knock and then Peter pushed his way in. 

Blake's bedroom was very much as Peter had last seen 
it. Strewn with clothes, some dirty plates, shopping bags 
full of unworn clothes. 

Blake lay motionless on his bed. A vial of pills by his bed. 


Damned drama queen, thought Peter as he stumbled 
towards his friend. Conscious he was experiencing one of 
those acute moments of extreme sensation Peter felt as if 
he were watching a soap opera. He paused far too long by 
Blake's bed. 

Another moment and then he'd prod Blake... 

Was he sleeping or dead? 

Another moment... oh why didn't I bring Rose, Peter 
railed internally. He needed her far more than he knew. 
Rose would know what to do. She always does. 

Peter bent over Blake. He was about to shake Blake 
when there was a piercing scream. 

Peter stumbled back and then glanced to find a drowsy, 
surprised Blake cowering on his bed. 

‘Who, what the fuck!' Blake screamed. And then, 'Oh,' as 
the sleep began to clear, 'It's you. You're back.’ 

Gathering some sense of normality Blake tried to make 
light of his frightened reaction. 

‘Do I look pretty when I dream?’ he asked licentiously, 
‘Well, I know.... I always look pretty,' he added generally. 

‘Oh Blake!' Peter wailed, 'Why don't you answer your 
phone!' There was no answer. 


Moments later they two men were chatting almost 
casually on Blake's bed. It seemed Blake had decided he 
needed ‘quiet solitude' and had spent the day napping, 
drinking the occasional pink gin and browsing Rose's 
collection of vintage Vogue magazines. 

This being the way he'd spend most days if he could he 
was quite content. Perhaps more than content. 

Peter was almost disappointed. 

‘I thought you'd committed suicide,' Peter said with 
some chagrin. 

‘Suicide? Moi?' Blake asked, a feather boa in his hand, 
‘Have you seen me recently? Would you suicide this? No, 
neither would I.' 


‘Very good,' Peter said without enthusiasm. Did this 
mean he'd have to return to the painful Christmas at home? 
‘But I thought... what with being dumped and all,’ he asked. 

‘Yes, I did want to be happy in the end (and not just up 
my end) but Kevin, well... could you date a man named 
Kevin?' Blake asked and, recalling that Peter's boyfriend 
was named Dave, went swiftly on, 'He wasn't the one, ' 
Blake said with some pathos. 

He stood and, kicking some clothes out of his way, 
wandered vaguely to his desk where he picked up a 
perfume (Rose's) and sprayed it on his wrists. 'Or, rather,’ 
he said, a fey expression on his pretty face, 'he wasn't one 
of the ones. ' 

Peter looked interested. Might there be many men he 
might love in his life? TV, magazines even novels hadn't 
taught him that. Peter couldn't quite analyse the possibility 
so he dropped it. 

‘It's different for you,' Blake said and examined his face 
in a small mirror on his desk. He traced the lines of chin, 'I 
saw that you love Dave in your own stand offish way. When 
I saw that I knew I was wasting my time fucking around 
with Kevin.' Blake turned and looked very briefly at Peter. 
‘It's amazing that you've taught me something,’ Blake said 
and noticed one of Peter's ornaments that he hadn't quite 
gotten round to posting to the winning bidder on eBay. 
Blake tried to cover it with a crumpled shirt. 

‘What's that?' Peter asked. 

‘Nothing, nothing at all. Oh, just a dildo. One of Kevin's 
no doubt,’ Blake muttered. 

‘It didn't look like a dildo,’ Peter said and in a great 
bound had the ornament in his hand. It was a 1930s solid 
silver statuette of a nude boy in athletic pose. 

‘Why is this up here?' Peter demanded, 'I thought you 
said you'd stop taking my things after I paid off your credit 
card bills,’ Peter frowned uncharacteristically. 

‘Yes, that is what I said,' Blake said quietly. 


‘So why's it here?’ 

‘Pink gin?' Blake asked sweetly and flashed Peter his 
Hollywood smile. 

‘Explain!' Peter demanded with some authority. Blake 
was almost impressed by the show of manly power. 

‘Oh, well, ok, I suppose it was going to come out in the 
end (unlike you),' Blake humphed, 'I've been selling your 
unwanted items on eBay,' he said with a kind of cold 
defiance and waiting for a response. He might have held 
his breath. 

An incredulousness swept over Peter. He appeared 
confused and almost afraid. His eyes swept across the room 
and then Blake's face. Blake looked and then turned away. 
When would Peter speak? 

‘I came all this way to check on you only to find you 
perfectly happy and, moreover, stealing from me... again!’ 
His voice lacked calmness. 

‘Did you miss any item?’ Blake asked still with his back 
to Peter. 

In a jolt of a movement powered by an outraged anger 
Peter grabbed an iPad he assumed was his. 

Guessing Blake had already listed this out dated model 
on eBay he held it in both hands and considered its 
weighty, silky magnificence before he raised it high and 
smashed it on Blake's head. The glass cracked and 
splintered excruciatingly. 

‘Fuck, fuck,' Blake spat reeling around. He dropped to 
the floor anticipating further blows. When no blow came he 
glanced upwards and was surprised and then delighted to 
find an amused Peter. 

‘No! I didn't miss a thing!' Peter roared with laughter, 
‘Not a bloody thing.' He chucked the destroyed iPad on the 
floor dismissively, 'All these deadening material goods 
they... I... well... no, I hadn't noticed,' he said looking 
vaguely around the room. He shrugged his shoulders. 'I've 
already replaced that old one with the iPad 2'. 


Blake smiled mildly and rubbed his head. It was rather 
sore but he felt he might, just live. And he could always use 
this incident to milk something out of Peter for his guilt. 

‘The only thing I've missed is Dave,' Peter whispered. 
His only regret destroying a gadget that might have been 
useful to someone. 

‘You need a strong drink,' Blake said, 'we both do,' he 
added. 

Over G&T in the kitchen lit by the technicoloured light 
of a Christmas film on TV the two friends chatted in a 
relaxed, comfortable way. With this time, time that was 
meant to be devoted to family it felt more like a free period 
at school. 

‘I got the idea when I was sacked,' Blake chatted away, 'I 
needed the money. You had lots of it,' he said and topped up 
Peter's glass. Blake glanced at Peter and was encouraged 
to see he seemed content, even cheerful. 'Of course I knew 
it was wrong. I'll make it up to you. Repay you.' Blake 
paused. 

Feeling he still had much to make up to Peter he said, 
‘I've devoted myself to my own pleasure for too long. And at 
others expense... it hasn't made me happy. Not really. Now 
I must seek others' pleasure. Help others, I mean. ' 

Peter seemed uninterested in Blake's announcement. 
Blake was disappointed he'd missed this important 
realisation, a kind of epiphany. 

‘What'll I tell my parents,' Peter said unexpectedly. 

‘Oh, tell them I ODed and you had to pump my stomach 
again,’ Blake replied immediately. 

‘No not that. I mean about being gay.' There was an 
earnestness about Peter, a clarity of thought, Blake didn't 
recognise. ‘Shall I tell them I'm bi?' 

‘That'll make it worse,' Blake said cutting a slice of 
Rose's Christmas pudding, ‘They'll think you're denying 
them a wife and baby when you might, just, be able to give 
it to them.’ 


Peter nodded. 

‘I'll have to come out,' Peter said momentously. 

Outside a cold but not frosty Greenwich was cast 
beautiful in the colourful, reassuring lights of Christmas. 


Chapter 28 


It was a tradition that New Years Eve was always a 
roaring success for Peter and Blake. And this year should 
be no different. 

Peter and Blake, as the hosts, were sure of that. With a 
full house of flatmates and a long list of new friends from 
their hectic autumn on the gay scene Peter and Blake had 
plenty of grindrinos, acquaintances and ex shags to invite. 

And before they knew it Christmas was over, the 
caterers had arrived and arranged numerous large plates 
of tiny finger food in the dining room, and assorted gays 
and lesbians thronged in the ground floor of 151. 

Rose spotted Beefy standing alone by the fireplace. In 
his navy dinner jacket and open necked shirt he looked so 
handsome and so very right there. 

Candlelight illuminated his hair and his eyes, the 
supreme pretty masculinity of his eyes were too precious. 
How could Rose ever approach him? 

And where were Sibel and Jose? 

Ever resourceful Rose grabbed a silver platter of crudite 
and wandered vaguely in Beefy's direction. 

She passed by an uninterested lesbian couple Blake 
knew and then a group of gay men she knew from the pub. 

She suddenly wanted more than anything for Beefy to 
see her laughing, surrounded by gay men. With their 
entreaties and admiration for her backless dress echoing in 
her ears Rose slinked slowly but relentlessly toward Beefy. 

Of course he had noticed her. Who wouldn't? His posture 
noticeably stiffened but his smile appealingly broadened. 

To Rose's delight he beckoned her to him. 

‘Rose, you are the perfect hostess,’ he said in mock 
graciousness. 


Rose blushed as quickly as she tittered. Beefy smelt 
more wonderful than she remembered and in this flickering 
light his pale skin had a luminous depth almost as if a light 
shone from within him. 

'I like to make sure Peter's guests are supplied 
generously.’ 

As they chatted Rose longed to ask where Beefy's usual 
companions Sibel and Jose might be. And might they arrive 
later? 

At last she screwed up all her pitifully little confidence 
and asked him. Fairy lights blinked around them. 

‘We've, er, Jose has, you see...' Beefy trailed off and 
looked terrible. His hands were at his neck and in an 
impressive moment he threw off his jacket. Rose couldn't 
keep her eyes from his well fitted shirt. 'Jose has met 
someone else. ' 

‘Oh! Beefy, I'm so terribly sorry.' Rose spoke in truth. 

She found her hand on his arm and then, moved by 
simple feeling for another human, tiptoed to kiss him on 
the cheek. She'd not seen it but she immediately felt a 
masculine covering of fair beard. 

To her delight he did not seem to mind her kiss. Rather 
he seemed encouraged and spoke in quite happy tones 
about Jose's new boyfriend. Rose was surprised then 
delighted by his increasing animation. 

A lovely, friendly conversation continued until a great 
cry went up from the kitchen. It seemed the beer had given 
out. As an inhabitant of 151 Rose felt she ought to 
investigate. And why wouldn't champagne and gin do? They 
usually did. 

Before she reached the kitchen Rose found herself 
driven along by an up swelling of parched party goers. 
They ended up in the kitchen where the behaviour was 
becoming wild. 

A tea towel went flying, a rolling pin (never used) was 
brandished. Rose tried to interject but found herself in an 


embrace. She cried out something about gin and french 
which caused a huge guffaw. Rose quite liked it. 

‘You silly men!' she cried out with a scream. It was 
something for a woman to be appreciated by men. Even 
drunk men. Next she was kissed all over her body by a 
series of smiling, red faced men. 

‘Oh you naughty men!' Rose screamed in mock horror. 

Just as Rose was being whirled around Beefy appeared 
at the kitchen door. 

‘Leave her alone,' he snapped, 'stop that!' he declared in 
a terrible temper. His body bulged in a kind of angry 
excitement. This was not lost on Rose. 

But the response was a confusion of dismissive derision 
and awful swear words from the mass of men. 

‘Don't...' Rose squealed as her perfect little bottom was 
pinched, 'don't worry about me,' Rose said and was moved 
to laughter by that of the men. Beefy did seem a bit silly. 
He disappeared as Rose found and arranged the gin glasses 
for the men. 

She wondered whether to seek Beefy out. Men, even gay 
men like Beefy, have such delicate pride, she thought as 
she was offered a very strong gin. 

But why should she rush after him? He was gay and it 
seemed a good many of the men here were interested in 
her. She glanced at a fair man, more a boy, with an athlete's 
body and an honest, ruddy face. In a second he was at her 
side. 

After a few smiles and jokes a flattered Rose 
remembered herself and went to find Scott. She found him 
chatting quite naturally with a barman from the Rose and 
Crown who, it turned out, was in his class at school. She 
joined in the native south London conversation the best she 
could. 


Extricating himself from a dead end conversation with 
an older man Peter had once said ‘hello' to at the Rose and 


Crown and who seemed to want to make Peter feel bad for 
having such a large house, Peter looked round for Rose and 
Dave. 

He was pleased to see Rose was busy being paid 
attention by Scott and felt he ought to leave her to it. 

So he sought out Dave with a rising excitement; tonight 
would be the night. The next stage in their relationship. 
Peter had been thinking about this since Christmas Day. 

There comes a time in a regaytionship when a gay man 
must ask the other if they can fuck raw. 

Peter, deeply in love and rather naive at relationships 
thought it might be a good idea. Moreover he was aroused 
by the intimacy of the idea. He thought he might propose it 
for their new year fuck. A new year of wholly raw sex, 
licking his own cum from his boyfriend's stomach, mouth 
and arse. It was extraordinarily exciting. 

Dave wasn't in the drawing room with the groups of 
smartly dressed young men talking about their plans to 
detox in January. 

He wasn't with the lesbians in the dining room. 

But seeing the door to the garden open he went to close 
it. 

That was until he heard Dave's voice. 

Peter was about to say something fun when he heard the 
word 'fun'. Of course his ears pricked up and, as casually as 
he could in the presence of a large number of lesbians, he 
lingered by the door. 

‘Yeah, I'm on Grindr now,' Dave was saying in a 
strangely deep almost unnatural voice, 'so if you see me say 
hey.’ 

This did not make any sense. As far as Peter knew Dave 
was not on Grindr... unless... fuck... Peter had given Dave 
an iPod touch for Christmas. This was some way to behave, 
Peter thought immediately furious. 

He made such a noise of discontent he drew the 
attention of a group of lesbians. He made a great effort to 


keep quiet. 

‘Yeah love to, natch,' the other man giggled. Dave 
seemed to find this most amusing. 

Peter, his eyes open very wide, swaying side to side, 
managed to keep his silence. 

‘But I thought you were the boyfriend of the man of the 
house?’ 

‘Tam but I'm allowed fun,' Dave said immediately. 

Peter took a deep swig of the gin and tonic he was 
holding. He glanced towards the place he thought the men 
stood. The crescent moon illuminated very little. The scent 
of the winter garden was strongly that of fern. 

‘Glad to hear it,' the other man giggled again. 

There was a terrible silence. 

Peter frowned and looked sharply around the room. As 
much as he wanted to burst into the garden, to turn the 
outdoor lights on and interrupt them, humiliate them, Peter 
couldn't do it to Dave. There was a chance this was alla 
drunken mistake. 

Peter walked swiftly from the room, a metallic taste in 
his mouth. A dreadful panicked, depressed feeling clawed 
at his stomach as he automatically ascended the stairs to 
his room. 

In a kind of despair of confused thoughts Peter found 
himself lying prone on his bed. A bed where only hours 
before he'd fucked his lover. He’d caressed his brilliant 
skin, thrilled to his touch, smelt his familiar, dear scent. A 
scent he could almost sense now. 

Until now Dave was the very essence of excitement and 
possibility. Only minutes before he'd been excited by the 
idea of fucking Dave raw. How foolish, even childish he 
seemed now. 

Peter opened his eyes reluctantly and the first thing he 
saw was the yellow T-shirt Dave had worn this afternoon. It 
was crumpled carelessly on the floor. Peter took it and held 
it to his face. The scent spoke of happiness lost. 


After a silent tear, anger. But a controlled anger. Peter 
knew how to manipulate and postpone emotion. Taking his 
cue from his parents he'd learned to smother his feelings 
all his life. 

Two flights below his darkened bedroom in the moonlit 
garden what Peter missed was Dave behaving almost 
properly. He backtracked and told the other boy, named 
Dean, that he hadn't discussed all this with this boyfriend 
and certainly wouldn't act until he had spoken with him. If 
Peter opposed it then he'd drop it immediately and without 
much regret. 

Just as Dave was saying this and Dean was about to 
storm off in anger, a stream of champagne poured violently 
down upon them from up high. 

The sharp splattering noise of champagne on decking 
was a sound something like glass smashing repeatedly. 

Dave was soaked and cold. Confused and angry he 
looked up. The soaking had come from Rose's room. 
Without speaking the two men wrung their clothes out the 
best they could and never looked at each other again. 

Peter made his way downstairs experiencing a strong 
sensation of foolishness, anger and then, almost, shame. 

How had he fallen so deep into an unarmed, unwary love 
with Dave? 

From the start he'd felt he had the upper hand somehow, 
some half of a couple always has. Peter was more muscular, 
richer and younger than Dave. This had given him a self 
assurance that Dave might vaguely be grateful to be loved 
by Peter. 

But now the tables were turned. In the space of a few 
painful moments Peter had switched from the dominant, 
aggressive top to the submissive bottom. And on New Years 
Eve. 

Finding a half bottle of champagne in the dimmed 
hallway Peter took a swig, glanced round to see if Dave had 
emerged from the dining room (he hadn't) and went to find 


Blake. He found Blake and the nice wheelchair lad and 
feigned an interest. 

‘You are marvellous,’ Blake was saying, 'You should see 
the things he can do with his hands. Show Peter, go on,' 
Blake said in a high, silly voice. 

The lad, Luke, spun the wheelchair round and hurled it 
into various dangerous looking angles. Blake jumped and 
clapped. 

'I seem to be your prank monkey this evening,’ Luke said 
with an appealing grin. 

‘Oh, everyone is my prank monkey in the end,' Blake 
said cheerfully, 'or in my end,' he added and filled Luke's 
glass of wine from the bottle he'd placed on the 
mantelpiece, 'I'm just glad you gave me the chance to clear 
my gay name,’ Blake went on happily. He was pleased Luke 
seemed willing to forgive and forget. 

‘You offered to get me drunk,' Luke said mischievously, 'I 
rarely say no to that.' 

‘What gay does?' Blake asked and saluted Luke with his 
glass. 

‘Up your bum!’ Luke declared. 

'Yes please!' Blake, on the verge of strangely excited 
hysterics, cried. He was getting a good many looks from 
the assembled gays and lesbians mingling in the drawing 
room. 

‘You know you don't have to mercy fuck me to make up 
for the blog,' Luke said kindly and rather more calmly than 
Blake. 

‘I don't have to but I want to,' he said with a striking 
earnestness. He stroked the black velvet of his, or rather 
Peter's, dinner jacket, 'You've shown me the error of my 
gays. How I was caught up in all that shallow obsession 
with looks and clothes and what not,' he said and felt the 
need to throw off his jacket with a strong look of disgust. 

He waved his hands as if that was all in the past and 
stood wearing a simple TopMan T-shirt of plain design and 


carrot jeans of poor cut. He would have thrown away his 
iPhone had he not been waiting for a response from a cute 
brunette he'd seen at the call centre and fancied making a 
call on. There are limits to the penance a gay should be 
expected to make. 

Peter watched all this with the air of a man who had 
seen it all before. Thoughts of Dave fumbling in the dining 
room with that rancid mancunt Dean came to him. 

No matter how he tried he couldn't rid the picture of 
Dean's cock against Dave's so generous tongue and pretty 
lips. He found he needed to sit as a grey film covered his 
eyes. Was it tears? He couldn't tell. A sickness was rising, a 
sickness hurled from the loss of a long cherished wish for a 
much loved man. 

The pounding club music streaming from iTunes was an 
impossibility of confusing beats and synth distortion. Peter 
swigged from his bottle of champagne and hid his eyes. 

‘Five minutes to go,' a lesbian cried out in drunken slur. 

Who are all these people? Peter wondered, what are 
they doing in my house... and where's my darling, sweet 
Rose? She'll comfort me if I can find her, he thought but 
was unable to stand or to move. He appeared a drunken 
mess and was mercifully ignored by those around him. 

A crowd of strangers grew in front of the sofa where he 
sat and the drawing room became congested, hot and 
claustrophobic. Time passed painfully. 

Peter's name was called out by a man, then a woman, 
then the same man but Peter was not discovered. 

'Five,' the crowd bellowed in the drawing room. The 
huge flat-screen blasted out meaningless diatribe from 
unknown BBC presenters. 

Peter felt as if his heart were dying beat by beat 
emptying of life. 

‘Four,’ the crowd screamed to the violent bang of a party 
popper. 


Peter was sure he was about to be sick. Or, failing that, 
cry. 

'THREE!' 

Peter felt a hand in his. 

'"TWO!' 

His tears were wiped clean. 

'ONE' 

'Oh my darling,' Rose whispered and in a moment she 
was holding an inconsolable, incoherent Peter as he 
convulsed in tears in her bedroom. 


Chapter 29 


‘Everything will seem so much better and brighter in the 
morning,’ Rose said knowing this to be true. 

But once Peter had managed to stem his tears it seemed 
he wanted to talk. Rose thought this unwise and went 
against everything she knew about heartache which she 
had gleaned in the main from Barbara Pym novels and a 
collection of Mitford sisters' memoirs. 

Nevertheless Peter persisted and a quietened Rose, 
magnificent in her evening wear, sat quietly holding his 
hand as he explained what he'd heard. 

Peter laid on the bed in Rose's room and she had to sit 
very close to hear his hoarse, random whisperings for the 
party was still ongoing in the drawing room, not to mention 
kitchen and seemingly front garden below. 

Rose was about to note that Peter hadn't really heard or 
seen anything and perhaps he ought to give Dave the 
benefit of the doubt when there was a knock at the door. 
Rose stood automatically. 

‘Don't let him in,' Peter said dramatically and turned on 
the bed displacing a Care Bear Cousin plush toy, 'Oh, and 
get me some more champers, will you?' 

Not sure how she could comply with both requests 
simultaneously she said in a quiet, thin voice, 'Who is it?' 

It was Scott so Rose immediately approached the door. 

Her pale face, so perfectly painted in greens and pinks, 
appeared at the door. 

‘What's goin' on?' Scott said somewhat aggrieved at 
being left alone with the weirdos, as he saw it, at 151. If it 
were up to him he and Rose would have joined his mates at 
the local near his parents' terraced house. 


Rose tried to smile, 'Peter's upset,' Rose said thinking 
that was sufficient explanation. 

‘So what?' Scott said thinking that he was upset too. 

‘He's had a shock about, you know...' Rose said about to 
close the door, ‘his friend.’ 

‘What about me?' Scott asked unexpectedly. 

As Rose was about to say, 'what about you?’ from inside 
the room a pained voice called for champagne. Rose 
slipped out closing the door behind her. The relatively 
bright light of the long, thin landing shone on Rose's 
lustrous hair. 

Scott would have given anything to swap places with 
Peter. Even now he thought he still might gain access to 
Rose's room. His hand went to Rose's wonderfully tiny 
shoulder. She flinched. 

‘Peter needs champagne,’ she said authoritatively as if 
this might explain her reaction. 

‘Rose,' Scott said and as her scared little eyes looked up 
into his he knew what he'd always feared: Rose was not his. 

'T...' Scott said. Rose seemed impatient. 'I see,' Scott said 
with unusual charisma. As he drew in a deep breath his 
chest expanded hugely. His presence seemed to fill the 
landing. 

Quivering almost at the expanse of man who stood 
before her, Rose felt very strongly that she had toyed with 
Scott's emotions. Used him almost. He was only a boy after 
all. But wasn't she only a girl still, really? 

Scott turned and tramped down the stairs with great, 
heavy movements. Rose followed him very demurely to the 
dining room where she found another bottle. As she was 
about to turn and leave, Scott took her hand. 

'I thought you'd dump me as soon as your real bloke 
wanted yer back,’ he said with that same enigmatic, painful 
demeanour. But he had a clarity in his voice and an elegant 
masculinity Rose couldn't help but pause to observe. 

‘Fancied a bit of rough did yer?' he said without emotion. 


‘No... 1L,' Rose said wishing she had her wrap to cover 
her shoulders, 'I love him,' she said thinking that would 
explain everything. Didn't it always explain everything? 

‘You love a gay man?’ 

‘He's not gay,' Rose snapped. 

Scott let out a great breath. It marked a passing, a 
letting go. Rose instinctively recognised it. 

‘I mean, he's just a man to me.' 

Here she paused and looked at Scott with a very caring, 
soft expression. She knew he deserved more. She knew he 
deserved so much more when he began to speak again. 

‘I don't know nuffink, nuffink about being gay but...' he 
murmured with a growing clarity, 'I know I couldn't change 
like that. Not for no one.' He spoke from deep seated 
understanding of self, 'However much I bloody wished I 
could.' This he said rapidly, almost harshly, as he struggled 
with a strong emotion; a sad regret tempered by a hidden 
anger. It showed on his face, his impressive eyes and 
impermeable stance. 

There was a silence as Rose marvelled at Scott's 
impressive self knowledge. Moreover she knew he was 
correct. While she, the one who had fancied herself as 
(dare she admit it) more sensitive and knowledgeable, was 
deluded. 

‘Yes, I know, yes, you are right,' Rose said without a hint 
of her usual restraint, 'You, I, we mustn't try to change for 
someone. Not like that, anyway,' she said tentatively. 

Scott nodded. It seemed he was waiting for a conclusion 
of some kind. As much as she desired not to she knew this 
is what he deserved. 

‘I've had such tremendous fun,' she said quickly, 'And I 
appreciate everything you've done for me, but, I, well,' she 
said losing her train of thought. 

Rose, pretty, adorable Rose had never had to end a 
relationship before. She'd never had to tell a man she 


rather liked, let alone disliked, that this was the end and 
that they could not carry on as they had. 

It was painful and awfully torturous to do it. Could she 
do it? Oh! how she wished to put all this off to the morning. 

A glass smashed. A cry of 'whoops' and demented 
laughter emanated from the kitchen. Rose started 
noticeably. 

‘I'll see to that,' Scott said calmly and turned from her. 
She grabbed at his hand but caught only his thick wrist. It 
seemed immense, solid in her shaking hands. 

‘I'll never forget what you've done for me,' she said 
clearly, staring directly in his blue eyes. He blinked. 

Did Rose imagine that his fair lashes blinked back 
desolate tears? Did she perceive a trembling of the 
perfection of pink lip under fair stubble, a catastrophic 
creasing of skin around smooth, unweathered cheek bone? 
Rose was never to know as she looked away sharply and 
appeared fascinated by the contents of the bookcase. 

She thanked him again and promised to call on him next 
week at the sports shop knowing she never could. She 
never had visited him there. She hardly knew anything 
about Scott or his life. When they were together they spoke 
only of Interior Motives. 

Perhaps they could be friends she thought sadly with no 
expectation that they possibly could be. She watched him 
enter the kitchen knowing that was the first and maybe the 
last boyfriend she'd ever have. 


On her return to the bedroom a sad Rose found a forlorn 
Dave sat on the stairs. 

Rose explained what Peter had heard and when Dave 
tried to explain it was all talk Rose smiled wanly and 
suggested they discuss this in the morning. She knew Peter 
was already asleep in his evening wear. 

Dave was about to retire to Peter's bedroom when Blake 
called out from the hall for a hand; he wanted to carry Luke 


up to his room. 

‘Not for sex, you see,' Blake assured Rose, 'But just a 
place to sleep.’ 

Everyone was impressed to find Beefy single-handedly 
transporting Luke up two flights of stairs. Not least of all 
Luke who screamed and giggled and called out for Blake. 

Before Rose slipped into the intimate darkness of her 
bedroom, she said to the three men in confident, womanly 
tones, ‘Everything will seem so much better in the 
morning.’ 


Chapter 30 


The morning after the life before Dave was not admitted 
entry to Rose's bedroom. After whispers at her bedroom 
door Dave agreed it would be better if he were to return to 
Lewisham and await contact from Peter. 

For some time Peter laid in bed his eyes at the curtains 
thinking very little. 

Rose suggested she draw the pretty fifties flower print 
curtains but Peter shook his head until a sudden breeze 
disturbed a corner of curtain. Light shot in to the room. 

Beginning to feel he seemed far more melancholy than 
he ought he said, 'Do open the curtains, Rose.' Rose did. 

To everyone's surprise a passable breakfast of tea, toast 
and lashings of lime marmalade was brought up to Rose's 
bed by Peter. 

In the duller than hoped for New Years Day the three 
friends ate quietly on Rose's bed. 

‘For what it's worth, Peter doll,’ Blake said 
encouragingly but without looking at his friend, 'Dave told 
me he was going to ask you first.’ 

Peter gave Blake a long stare from his pillow. 

‘Ask?' Peter said as if he'd never uttered the word 
before. 

‘Ask if you might have an open relationship. ' 

Peter closed his eyes and then opened them in a flash. 

‘Has a man ever asked you that?' he said to Blake quite 
sharply and then quickly put on the white T-shirt Rose had 
brought to him. 

‘I've never got that far with a man. Not a man who 
would ask, anyway.' 

‘Hmm,' Peter muttered in his annoying way. He frowned. 


'I have to say I'm surprised,' Blake said waving a corner 
of toast. 

‘Surprised? At what Dave said?’ 

‘No, at your reaction, doll,’ Blake replied rather lightly. 

‘At my reaction?’ Peter asked, startled, and with a strong 
intake of breath through flared nostrils. 

Rose looked alarmed. What would Peter think? 

‘Are you going to repeat everything I say?' Blake asked. 
He put down the last of his toast and looked in the tea pot. 

‘Perhaps we need a fresh pot,' Rose said gingerly. 

‘Dave ruined New Years Eve,' Peter blurted, 'He ruined 
what should have been our first New Year kiss, our... what 
we had,' Peter said gaining some strength. 

‘You ruined it,' Blake said bluntly. 

Peter seemed shocked. 

‘I'm surprised you think open relationships are so outré,' 
Blake continued, stood and began to examine the nick 
nacks, little make up pots and vials of nail varnish on 
Rose's white gold dressing table. He examined his skin 
critically in the mirror. He asked Rose if she had any rouge. 
Of course she did. He began to apply it generously but it 
clumped where he hadn't shaved. 

‘I saw this coming,’ Blake continued in a casual voice, 'I 
don't miss a trick; I turn them. What gay man in his 
twenties or thirties for that matter,’ he said not giving a 
man in his forties a chance, 'can go without the excitement 
of casual sex,' he said more as a statement than a question 
and glanced at Peter through the reflection of the great gilt 
mirror on Rose's dressing table. He was pleased to see a 
brightening of the previously drear day hesitantly 
enlivening the room. 

‘I... I... expect, no; I know I can get a man who will only 
want me,' Peter gabbled. 

‘But will you only want him, doll?' Blake asked and 
whirled around a sequin scarf that had been hanging on a 
white chair. 


How ridiculous you are, Peter was about to say but then 
he paused, thought a little, had a notion of joyous liberty, 
rejected the notion out of hand and then began to wonder if 
it might, just be possible. He sat up sharply in bed. Perhaps 
he'd been a bit theatrical and been carried away on one, 
fixed idea of a relationship. 

'I suppose Dave hates me now,' Peter said sadly. 

In the early stages of a relationship every event, word, 
even glance had a peculiar and painful significance to him, 
‘Does he hate me?' he asked Blake who seemed to have 
gleaned an awful lot of information about Dave from a 
quick chat at the bedroom door. Peter experienced a pang 
of jealousy at their intimacy. 

‘Yes, I expect so,' Blake said quickly. 

‘What do you mean?’ Peter was appalled and nervous 
now, ‘Already? I thought he loved me.' 

‘Yes, he does love you, very much,' Blake said carelessly 
throwing down the sequin scarf and picking up a perfume 
which he applied liberally, 'But I can't think why.' He smiled 
at his friend Peter. 

Peter, beginning to think he'd been a bit of a silly and 
had blown the whole episode out of proportion, held a 
pillow to his chest. 

He thought of Dave and how pitiful he had sounded 
outside Rose's bedroom door. He really ought to have given 
Dave a chance to explain what had happened and to 
discuss the idea of an open relationship if it was something 
Dave thought might be manageable. 

After a while Peter said brightly, 'Do you know? I'd love 
a cup of coffee. ' 

Rose, who had been studying Peter from the edge of the 
bed with some concern all this time experienced even more 
concern. 

‘Coffee?' Rose asked in a high, surprised tone as if a 
morning's coffee was the most absurd proposal imaginable, 


‘not tea?' she asked in more relaxed tones and burst into 
laughter seconds after Peter and Blake did. 

Rose had been right; everything did seem so much 
better in the morning. 


Chapter 31 


High on the Greenwich park plateau an uncertain Dave 
awaited Peter's arrival. He sat on a bench near the cherry 
blossom walk but the bright pinkness of spring seemed 
very far away. 

Against a harsh, biting northerly wind Dave was well 
wrapped up in green puffa jacket of immense size. His fair 
skin ruddy where his colourful scarf was unable to shield 
him. 

Asking him to meet Peter here could only be a bad sign, 
Dave thought morbidly. 

His mind turned to the joyous, almost innocent pleasure 
he'd experienced with Peter over the last few, short weeks. 
Those walks in the park next to silvery, frosted trees, nights 
in Soho dancing to eighties pop music had a dear, brilliant 
feel to them now. As if they were a long forgotten dream. 

But there was still a chance they might not be lost, Dave 
thought. 

Meanwhile Peter walked quietly up the path that flanked 
the park's eastern wall. He'd not had the heart to enter the 
park itself. He felt slightly too ashamed to show his face 
there, a face that had once been so innocent and hopeful. 
Now Peter felt anything but innocent but he still retained a 
hope. 

Entering via the north gate Peter soon perceived Dave, 
very well wrapped up, shivering alone amongst bare trees. 
The vista was bleak, the wind cruelly harsh but Dave 
seemed a colourful beacon of warmth. 

Peter, in classic tailoring of pure new wool, would never 
have considered wearing such a large, bright puffa, nor 
that silly bobble hat. Peter smiled. After a moment's 
deliberation wondering how to greet Dave, how he would 


smile and what his voice might sound like, Peter simply sat 
next to him. 

‘Hello!' Dave said in an eager lilt, looking down and up 
and not quite at Peter's eyes. Automatically Dave kissed 
Peter on the cheek and Peter let him. Peter smiled and 
glanced at his Dave. 

‘Thank you for meeting me here,' Peter said far more 
formally than he'd meant and perceived a deep concern, a 
fragility in Dave's pretty pale blue almost grey eyes that 
pricked at his heart. Then, to make up for his formality he 
said simply, 'It's ok.' 

'OK?' Dave asked. A sudden harsh wind blew a dusty, 
left-over leaf across them. Dave pushed it away. 

‘I'm ok with it,’ Peter went on quickly gaining a lucidity, 
'I love you and I want you and me to be happy,' Peter said 
as if bestowing some kind of generous gift. A gift, ina 
second of uncertainty, he wasn't sure was his to give any 
more, or ever was. 

‘So we're not splitting up?' Dave asked happy beyond 
measure. The two men hugged and moved closer together. 
Peter took Dave's hand through his orange fingerless 
gloves. 

‘No. But I want to lay some ground rules. No Grindr 
while we're together,' Peter said, 'No shagging the same 
gay twice,' he went on recounting the list of rules he'd 
made on the walk to the park, ‘and finally,' he said looking 
forward to kissing his boyfriend, 'no sex without condoms. ' 

Dave was only too eager to agree and, perhaps, a little 
too eager to say he didn't think he wanted sex with anyone 
else now. Peter smiled and nodded. 

They stood to make their way back to the warmth, 
comfort and familiar happiness of 151. 

‘Life isn't always perfect,’ Peter was saying as they 
walked past the observatory and down the steep, steep 
path to the main entrance in the deepening twilight, 'I've 
come to see that now,' he continued, noticing the deep blue 


of evening, 'What's perfect isn't perfection, it's what's 
enough. Enough for you and for me,' Peter said with 
unusual earnestness. 

Dave wasn't sure he followed but he nodded. 

'Yes,' he said uncertainly as they were welcomed in the 
warmth of 151 by a smiling Blake dressed as if for bed and 
a demure Rose dressed as if for a ball. 


Chapter 32 


Working like a long established team Beefy and Rose 
reopened Interior Motives in the first week of January with 
much fanfare, a huge array of iced cakes and oodles of pink 
gin. These Rose carried on a silver tray. Every customer 
was entitled to one glass. Those who made a purchase were 
encouraged to take another. 

Before long Interior Motives took on an air it hadn't 
known for decades. An air, a scene, a universe long since 
vanished when people only came to see what had been lost. 

Miss Tollington, robustly well and delicately elegant in 
dove grey Dior trouser suit, shot around the shop ina 
specially glittered electric wheelchair. She handed out her 
handwritten recommendation cards, embraced old friends, 
kissed new customers and called out for more pink gin. 

The bright winter's light illuminated the glitter stars 
strewn liberally on every surface, the genius of a black and 
white musical whirred in endless glamour from an ancient 
projector. 

An intoxicating feeling that spring was fast approaching 
came to Rose as she passed Beefy an inordinately lovely 
cashmere sweater to wrap and ring up on the old fashioned 
till. 

Catching her eye Beefy smiled back in his beautifully 
reminiscent way. How impossibly pink and soft the sweater 
seemed. 


During a lull in the sales Beefy managed to speak to 
Rose. 

‘I... I... haven't told you everything.' Beefy said to the 
sound of soft voices cooing over glittering frocks and 
silvered cigarette cases. 


'Yes,' she said her eyes glossy, her lightly mascaraed 
lashes flapping brilliantly. 

'I have to work the afternoon shift at Comme Des 
Garcons,' he said looking at Rose with a concerned 
expression. 

There was a pause. A clearing of the throat. Rose 
smoothed down her baby doll pink party dress. 

‘Of course you must,' Rose said stoic to the last. 

‘Will you cope?’ 

‘Don't I always cope,' she said, almost snapped and, as if 
to prove it adjusted a display of wallpaper that had been 
knocked askew by an eager customer. 

After a restorative pink gin, a pep talk from Miss 
Tollington, and an emergency Call to Peter, Rose felt ready 
to carry on. 

And carry on she must. 

Customers still crowded Interior Motives and the queue 
to pay was lengthening. They cared not whether Rose were 
in love with yet another gay man who had better things to 
do with his time than malinger with a melancholy girl who 
ought to know better herself. Well, a good many of the 
customers would have taken a strong interest. But they still 
wouldn't want to queue. 

Peter found a slightly frazzled Rose behind the till 
ringing up more in one sale than she had in weeks. 

A relieved Rose shot an uncertain smile at him. 

‘Tea,’ she whispered while wrapping an adorable silver 
broach in the hand printed paper. 

Tea was soon made and Rose was soon in the little back 
room taking a well deserved rest. Her patent silver high 
heeleds were thrown off. 

Peter soon remembered how to make a sale: with a 
smile and a press of a button. 

Before long it was closing time, the local press had gone 
and Scott had escorted a delighted Miss Tollington home in 
his van. Scott reminded her of her father's last chauffeur. 


She'd never forget how he'd cried when the Bentley was 
scrapped. Had he cried like that when she'd left him for 
Rockford? 

Rose was delighted to hear Scott would always be there 
for the heavy lifting. Though whether his new girlfriend, 
Mercedes from the local Off Licence, felt the same way 
Rose was yet to be told. 


Peter found Rose by the vintage ready to wear rail, 
rehanging a 70s full length gown in lurid green and yellow 
swirls. 

‘Iam so proud of you, Rose,' Peter said all smiles and 
charm. Rose exhaled and smiled. They embraced. 

‘Yes, today was the best day, in, well, ever,' she said 
happy for herself, her efforts over the last few months and 
for Miss Tollington. 

‘It's brilliant in here. Fabulous, wondrous,' Peter 
declared, spinning round, 'And you've achieved it all 
yourself!’ 

‘Not quite.’ 

‘You had your boys to do the heavy lifting, I know,' Peter 
said, cheerfully, ‘but we all need our boys!’ 

‘Yes, I suppose so,' she laughed. Behind them a 
saturated technicolor musical played out on the back wall. 
The dramatic musical score grew to an immediate 
crescendo. Scott had set up the old projector. He really had 
been a wonderful help. 

Rose hesitated, saw a silver photo frame containing a 
picture of the Queen Mother on her wedding day was awry 
and quickly adjusted it. The old fashioned diction of the 
musical stars and the heavy, vivid colours of the projection 
brought to mind some notion, some happiness 
remembered. 

‘So what about your boys,' Rose asked, bold. 

‘Oh yes... my boys. You see... I feel ashamed, somehow.' 
Peter adjusted his collar and glanced at the passing traffic, 


‘I've decided I don't mind. ' 

‘You don't mind?’ 

‘I don't mind if my boy, if he... er... wants to, er, have 
fun.' He fumbled in his pocket. 

Rose looked kindly at her Peter. 

‘Truth is. I want fun too.' He seemed only slightly 
embarrassed. 

‘Really?’ Rose said trying not to sound or appear 
shocked. She may have cleared her throat with a tiny 
‘ahem’. 

‘Well, not yet. But I might want fun. I may well want it. 
Mightn't you?' 

‘I don't want anything,’ she said sharply. 

‘Oh,' Peter said only a little surprised. They had seen 
very little of Scott since New Year. 'It's just that I thought 
I'd noticed...' he trailed off and looked at the dimmed 
lighting and many scented candles. Interior Motives 
seemed a tightly sealed perfect box of vintage perfection. 

‘Noticed what?' Rose asked. Her eyes open very wide 
she caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror and felt almost 
dishevelled. Her hands came up to her hair. 

‘Little changes. Things that only a gay best friend would 
notice,' he said this kindly and would have approached 
Rose to hold her tenderly had she shown any visible signs 
of softening. But she didn't. This was unusual. Peter felt he 
ought to persist. 

‘You must want something,' Peter said wondering how to 
encourage his dear friend. 

Must I, she wondered. And then, yes I must, she 
thought. 

At her silence Peter assumed he'd lost his battle to 
encourage her to start up again with Scott. He was right. 

‘Let's lock up,' she said abruptly, checked her hair in the 
dressing table mirror (marked 'sold') and made her way to 
the sale at Shoreditch Comme Des Garcons. 


Chapter 33 


That afternoon, in a terrible rush as usual Blake burst 
from the tube station, looked sharply left and right, and 
caught sight of a Barclays self hire bicycle rank. The sleek 
and modern grey ranks lined up attractively, their repeated 
symmetry appealing. 

Thinking it vaguely possible the use of a bike might just 
still get him to the disabled group on time, and make him 
appear sporty and active to boot, he approached the rank 
tentatively. 

One bike remained. 

Unsure as to how the system worked Blake found 
himself theatrically appraising the last remaining bike. He 
seemed unsure, dithered, wanted to give it all up but the 
thought of helping Luke and his friends forced his hand. 

Blake took out his debit card, paid and retrieved his 
access code. 

Just as he was feeling wonderfully capable and part of 
something important a brisk chap in a suit stormed up and 
whisked the bike from under Blake's nose. He took one look 
at Blake, nodded in a way that was one part apologetic to 
ninety nine parts I'm-an-alpha-male-so-don't-fuck-with-me 
and shot off towards Trafalgar Square. 

Had Blake not been so distracted at the thought of being 
late for volunteering he might well have sworn, stamped 
his foot and become dangerously violent with the man's 
parts. Instead he simply exhaled and looked pitiful and a bit 
lost. 

He rubbed the back of his head. 

‘That was a bit sharp elbowed,' a nice, calming voice 
said from behind Blake. 


Blake nodded vaguely and, fixing a smile on his face, 
caught a glimpse of a nice young man in skinny chinos and 
powder blue blazer with contrasting lapels. Blake felt 
noticeably better and roused himself. 

‘Oh I don't mind waiting for a little bit,' Blake said 
sweetly in a rising tone as if there was nothing more he 
liked to do. 

'I hate it!' the man said and swung a leather bag from 
his shoulder to the floor, 'waiting for a Jittle bit,' he added 
and blasted a cheeky pout in the vague direction of Blake's 
package, 'I don't mind waiting for a big bit.' 

His eyes moved from Blake's crotch to the ground and 
then back up to Blake's face. It had an encouragingly 
interested expression. 

‘Lets wait together,’ the man said and stopped pouting. 
A delightfully wide and full lipped smile spread across his 
dusky features topped with a profusion of black, shiny 
curls. 'I'm Oliver,' he said, 'Friends call me Olive. Off 
anywhere nice?’ 

‘Yes, actually,' Blake said, after a firm handshake that 
was like a shot of lightning to him. He managed to get outa 
passably calm explanation of his volunteering to the 
beautiful stranger. 

‘That sounds thoroughly good doing,’ Oliver said, his 
glossy curls bouncing adorably on his head, 'I'm 
impressed.' He placed his hands on his hips in a way that 
accentuated their narrowness. 

Blake nodded and managed to avoid staring at Oliver's 
mouth-watering package. 

Skinny chinos are such heaven, he could see that now. 
How could he have ever written the preppy look off? He 
cleared his throat and looked at Oliver expectantly. 

Oliver had the air of a skilled conversationalist. It was 
clear this was just one of his many skills. 

‘I'm just finishing off my MBA students,' Oliver said 
impressively, 'I've a million books here on demand 


functions.' He looked down at his bag. 'You must think me 
appallingly anal,' he said. 

Blake made a particular expression. 'I love anal,' he said 
in a clear voice. 

This was true and Oliver seemed pleased. 

Blake began to wonder if Oliver was more of an Olive in 
bed. He did hope so. 

He began to admire Oliver's blazer and its sleek 
narrowness. In the distance a radio played a recent Kylie 
hit, nearby some plane trees swished in the breeze. They 
intermingled with the eternal rumbling bass of London to 
create a reassuring, familiar feeling. 

Blake began a calm, interested questioning about 
Oliver's teaching and Oliver was only too pleased to explain 
it all in some detail and with a candidness that made the 
two men feel familiar beyond reason. A teasing began, an 
excitement erupted, Blake found a firm hand on his elbow. 

The moment was beautiful. 

A bike was returned. 

‘You take it,' Blake said, uncharacteristically self 
denying. He traced a circle with the toe of his brogues. 

‘Oh no,' Oliver replied, 'you were here first and I'm not 
in a mad rush. ' 

‘Neither am I...' There was a pause. A smile. Behind 
them a tut from the growing queue. 

Blake resisted the strong desire to say something nasty. 
Oliver maintained a quiet smile and seemed to be above 
such things. 

But then the dreadfully inevitable happened. With a 
rapid, deft movement that Blake knew he'd regret eternally 
Blake indicated for Oliver to take the bike. He did. 

‘So... well,’ Oliver said now on the bike. 

To Blake's delight Oliver appeared to be stalling 
somewhat. He caught the scent of his aftershave. It was 
remarkably ladylike. 


Behind them the pale sunset picked out the pinks of the 
marble on the massive permanence of the nearby buildings. 

‘You have a lot of books,' Blake said for want of any 
other way to delay Oliver. 

'Yes,' Oliver said, 'for the lecture. ' 

Blake racked his brain for something to add. Why was 
he so terribly tongue tied? Could he pull this off on 
personality alone? Snagging dates were so much easier 
drunk when he would just enter Oliver's twitter feed, 
facebook profile and whatsapp number before entering his 
tongue wherever he could. 

‘So, I suppose you'll be here same time next week, ' 
Blake said at last finding something to say. He smiled his 
most appealing smile before he was forced to gulp. Why 
were his nerves reaching a hand shaking peak? 

‘I suppose I will,' Oliver smiled in a teasing way. The 
pink sunset illuminated his dusky cheeks. 

Surely there is a God, Blake thought as he considered 
where the open necked shirt ended up. And that God is 
Oliver. 

‘Lovely,’ Blake responded as another bike was returned. 
He took his time unlocking the bike watching Oliver cycle 
off, his twinky bottom rising and falling in the distance. 

As Blake cycled to the disabled group a rushing, 
sparkling happiness spread through him. Not just at the 
thought of seeing Oliver next week but at the thought of 
the evening to come with his new friends. 

He marvelled at how nice it was that good things really 
do happen to good gays. Was it true that happiness finds 
you when you seek the happiness of others rather than 
your own? 

Around him the thronging, incredible excitement of a 
London evening began to sparkle. Blake looked forward to 
an evening helping those less fortunate than himself. For, 
truly, it was good to be alive and gay. 


Meanwhile in Shoreditch, thinking it perfectly natural 
for a young woman to want a look at the January sales, 
Rose wandered uncertainly into the shop. 

Everything there, the clothes, the atmosphere, even the 
lighting was perfectly restrained, pared down and grey or 
brown. 

Rose didn't mind it. She almost liked it. She reluctantly 
eyed a blouse of grey linen. But it wasn't a blouse she was 
here for. It was Beefy. She simply had to see him in his 
natural habitat. 

Uncertainly fingering a pair of beige slacks she heard a 
man's voice she recognised and knew she liked. Then the 
voice laughed in a most desirable way. The laugh was rich, 
deep and so very alluring. It spoke to her of comfort and 
intimacy. 

Of course it was Beefy. 

Somehow out of context he was almost unrecognisable 
and appealingly so. 

The slacks fell, the hanger clattering to the ground. This 
was quickly picked up. Rose edged around a mannequin, 
she simply had to glimpse Beefy. 

And there he was, manfully folding cashmere jumpers. 
His technique the one he had taught Rose. 

She watched and watched her eyes studying every inch 
of his body from his lovely fair quiff and singular lips to the 
curve of his eyebrow. 

He was approached by a customer. He looked so 
impossibly glamorous advising the woman on blouses. 

Love reached a peak. She could hardly look at him nor 
could she tear herself away. 

But how could Rose, or any woman well acquainted with 
the modern homo, discern whether a man were gay? 

How could she be expected to know? she thought and 
her heart fluttered in sympathy. 

She continued to gaze upon the object of her desire until 
it became heartbreakingly uncomfortable to think of all the 


happiness that would never be. Moreover she could hardly 
stand behind this skinny mannequin for much longer. 

Her pitifully little confidence deserted her. There was no 
way she could approach Beefy. 

Rose was about to leave in quiet failure, a bleakness 
surging within her when she heard steps from behind. 
From her slight crouch she snapped up when she heard her 
name called out. 

‘Rose! Rosa!' the man behind her said loudly. 

Rose whirled round, took a step back into a table 
holding a pile of clothes, became unbalanced and fell into 
the mannequin knocking it over and sending a stack of 
bright green leather wallets flying. Rose scrambled but 
failed to get her footing. 

‘Oh dear, oh dear, I'm so sorry about all this,' she cried 
finding the mannequin's wig in her lap. 

A delighted Jose helped Rose up and began to set the 
shop to rights cooing kindly. 

‘How nice to see you here, Rosa,' he smiled and kissed a 
relieved but flushed Rose. 

‘Jose, oh dear Jose,’ Rose garbled, 'I'm so pleased to see 
you too, you can't believe,’ she said and almost hugged him 
taking in his strong musky aftershave which served as a 
restorative. 

‘Are you looking for anything in particular?’ he asked 
glancing at Beefy who had noticed the confusion but 
seemingly not Rose. 

‘There was something I very much liked,' she said 
looking at Beefy too, 'But I don't think it's really for me,' 
she said with a pathetic drama. 

Jose looked at Rose very closely and very kindly. His 
hand was close to her elbow. His heart was close to hers 
too. He fell silent. 

Rose was about to leave. Her face was so pitiful, her 
step so timid that Jose couldn't hold it in any longer. 

‘Beefy isn't my boyfriend,’ he said in a whisper. 


‘Yes, I heard,' Rose said, smiled kindly, 'I'm sorry. You 
were a lovely couple,' she said with a shuddering pathos 
and turned away. 

Ahead of her a bleak wintry walk to Shoreditch station. 
Not used to leaving Greenwich she couldn't recall which 
way she'd come and as soon as she left an icy blast pricked 
at her eyes. 

She turned right vaguely, felt she appeared far too much 
of a pathetic mess and increased her pace slightly. Around 
her happy couples swirled and a light, freezing rain fell 
upon her which began to form dismally as a wet snow. 

The grey, car-clogged road was unfamiliar. Rose was 
sure this wasn't right. She hadn't come this way. 

Suddenly lost amongst dark, foreboding buildings Rose 
took refuge in an alley for a moment. 

At a low ebb she shed a silent tear and drew her hand 
across her face. She simply had to get a hold of herself. 

Rose fumbled in her sparkly handbag and found her 
silver, deco compact. After a light application of powder she 
turned abruptly out of the alley and walked past the shop. 
She daren't glance in. 

At last she saw the station. It came as an immense relief. 
Large, bright and set amongst the now swirling snow it 
seemed a wondrous sight. The lights of the station glinted 
on the pavement illuminating the snow a million shades of 
brilliant white. 

As she was about to turn into it, her high heeleds at last 
skipping onto the pavement, she perceived a man approach 
and motion to stop. 

Naturally Rose had no intention of stopping for a man in 
the street. She never stopped for any man and had the man 
not been persistent to the point of taking her arm Rose 
would have missed this moment in her haste to be alone 
and at home. 

Rose was as surprised as she was delighted to find it 
was Beefy. 


He'd come to find her after Jose had told him 
exuberantly about the incident in the shop. 

He'd been on the desolate verge of giving up thinking 
she'd already caught a train. 

He seemed to be apologising. But for what she couldn't 
tell. 

She was too happy to see him to listen, too struck by his 
proximity to care and within moments she was in his 
embrace. The sensation of woollen sweater on her cheek 
was as exquisite as she'd dreamed, the warmth of his 
expansive pea-coat delightfully reassuring. 

And then, such heaven! he was kissing her. 

‘Rose, I'm so sorry to kiss you like this for the first time, 
he said after a hesitation. 

But Rose didn't mind at all. 

Nevertheless after the stress of the day she couldn't 
simply give in to him, give her all as she'd wanted to for so 
long. 

No; a woman needs an explanation. 

She remained silent but it was clear from her eager, 
fluttering eyes that she'd be wonderfully understanding. 

‘I'm not gay. There I've said it,' Beefy spoke ina 
faltering, nervous voice, 'It was all a ruse,' he avoided the 
word lie and looked in Rose's hopeful eyes, 'You see, you 
had such a nice home and I wanted to live there,’ he said 
without a hope she would understand. 

Rose sensed his body hardening as she readied a 
response. She knew this must come swiftly. 

'I think you've been a bit of a silly,’ she said excitedly. It 
was all she could do to hold back happy warm tears. 'All 
this for a room in a house?’ she asked daring to tease a 
little. 

‘Yes, he said quickly, 'And then there was you.' His voice 
was warming, perfect. 

Snow fell heavily dampening the sound of the city. 


Rose smiled and nodded. She almost laughed but was 
afraid she might wound his manly pride. She knew she had 
an upper hand of sorts now. She might withhold her 
acceptance, she might keep him hanging. But how could 
she? She never would. 

Further explanations were exchanged, apologies 
accepted, tears shed and within minutes the couple was 
seated at an intimate Italian restaurant that was quiet, 
unassuming and a relic of the past. In short it was perfect 
for them. 

It didn't take long for misunderstandings to be cleared 
up and mutual love to be assured. From then on happiness 
was intense to the point of sublimity. 

Of course they telephoned to Jose requesting his 
presence. He arrived with his real boyfriend who was a 
quietly handsome young Englishman with flame red hair. 
The cliché of an English boy and a Latin man too 
wonderfully perfect. They were all very happy. 

Rose wondered at how wonderfully joyously normal she 
felt with Beefy. Was this what life was like for confident 
London girls with attractive boyfriends to call their own? 
She didn't care if it was or wasn't. This was her life now. 

‘But what will we tell the boys?' Beefy said as they paid 
the bill. 

‘The truth, of course,' Rose said taking her man's arm 
and skipping into the inordinately beautiful London night 
bright and hopeful in the virgin white snow. 


Chapter 34 


‘What happens to gays in the end?' Blake mused over an 
aperitif of pink gin. The most wonderfully pleasurable thing 
about spring time mornings in Greenwich is the pre-walk 
drink, he was thinking to himself. 

‘What happens to gays in the end is they get their 
endings happily shagged ever after,’ he went on, a 
notebook in his hand. 

It was Good Friday morning and the friends were 
assembling for a joyous walk in Greenwich park. A spring 
air already filtered encouragingly through the partly open 
sash window, starlings sang in the street and an abundance 
of bobbing daffodils was never far away. 

Peter and Dave nodded appreciatively on the sofa in the 
bright, hopeful morning light. 

Rose appeared in a pale blue printed dress. 

She was on Beefy's arm. They were an impressively 
attractive couple. 

Peter had always thought single life had suited Rose 
best but even he had to admit Rose had a certain womanly 
glamour now. Perhaps life simply suited her. 

Love had altered her imperceptibly. It wasn't the change 
in clothes, for she was always ravishing in vintage couture, 
it was more her realisation that she was a woman and a 
woman who could dress and act as she pleased. And she 
did please anyone lucky enough to gaze upon her truly 
beautiful face. 

‘This is James,' Rose announced in a voice no one had 
heard before. Sadly her audience was disinterested. 
Nevertheless it gave her a particular feeling of pleasure to 
use Beefy's real name, to speak it aloud. Hand in hand they 
sat next to Peter and Dave on the long sofa. 


‘But it's not all erections and affection,’ Blake went on 
getting into the spirit, 'life can't always be as perfect as my 
complexion.' He smiled experiencing the joyous pleasure of 
a bank holiday weekend after a busy and productive week 
at the call centre. 'I hope you've all applied your UV 
moisturisers,' he chided them, 'I simply cannot stay alive 
without factor 55.' 

‘Surely this is the first real day of spring,’ Peter said 
brightly to Dave and Rose. 

Dave had engaged Rose in conversation about the 
horrors of the Easter Story play his students had put on at 
the Lewisham Comprehensive. He was very pleased that 
Rose and Peter had attended the evening performance. The 
two, most dear people in Peter's life had become close to 
good friends over the dying days of winter. 

‘Maybe the summer curtains could go up,' Rose 
suggested tentatively, desiring to rid 151 of the last 
remains of a trying but important winter. Maybe this year 
I'll be happy she thought with a strong sensation it might 
be possible this time, even for her. 

'No,' Peter said. 

Rose was disappointed. She found Beefy's hand on her 
lower back. She was pleased. 

'I think it's time we had new summer curtains from 
Interior Motives. Might you choose them?' he said with a 
kind smile. 

Rose was only too pleased to choose them and, with her 
endless tact and genuine depth of feeling, invited Dave to 
help. 

‘But only one question remains, dolls' Blake said as 
Peter closed the door on 151 Park Approach. They emerged 
into uplifting, solid springtime light. 

‘What's that,' Peter asked brightly. He caught Dave's 
eye, felt that first time flutter, and smiled at his handsome 
boyfriend chatting to his darling doll Rose. 


‘What gay do we rent our spare room out to now?’ Blake 
laughed and joyously skipped to catch up with his friends 
happy to be alive, together and gay on a beautiful 
Greenwich day. 


